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Pa

Ready for bed...

A

haze
spiraled
from the
caved in wooden
floor, up around
the ankles of
the perspiring
20-somethings,
lingering on the
ceiling of the
attic, fogging up
the window along
the way.
A chill lurked among the concavities of the haze but it was barely felt by the sweat
covered drinkers, bartenders, and mingling youths at 4:30 in the morning, in this
garret-turned-late night China Town club.
A “New York Rangers” t-shirt and tie-dyed
pajama pants may look a bit sloppy in public,
but it is not an unusual outfit to wear when
running across the street to the local store
to buy a bottle of water and a bag of chips.

“posh” that cannot be found outside this
continent. The thought of attending class
in sweatpants and zip-up is terrifying and for
many in Central London, the term “dressed
down” simply does not exist. Even a bag of
Posh. London is a city of varying classes, chips would plead for some polished attire.
races, lifestyles, fashions, and people. 10:47pm A gaggle of freshly arrived
Europeans in general have a unique air of American students bearing MacBooks
Published
by SURFACE,
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jammin’

...and whatever else the night has in store
By Amelia Bienstock
Illustrations by the author

crowded the hotel lobby where we could use the
free Wi-Fi to Skype home and make our friends
jealous of where we were. This incredible city was
so fresh and new.
“Annie, I’m running across the street to get some
food, would you mind watching my computer for a
few minutes?”
She didn’t mind.

being in my pajamas. This was London. Even the
least classy person in London has a style that could
rival the longtime editor in chief of Vogue, Anna
Wintour’s. Well, maybe not. But you get the point.
Somehow, though, I didn’t care. London. I know
all too well that in big cities one maintains an
anonymity that you cannot possibly achieve in a
rural or suburban town. However, in New York a) I
could run into someone I know, and b) On second
thought, that wouldn’t matter because it is totally
acceptable to go to a diner at 4 am in your pajamas
in New York. But not in London, and London is
different.

I ran into Anna, my future flat mate, who wanted
to go buy chips as well. I should probably call them
crisps though, we were in London after all and so
we don’t have any confusion, since getting a bag of
French fries does seem a bit peculiar.
12:02am Well, after we de-hungrified and
Ladies adorned in sparkly too-tight dresses danced started heading back to the hotel we ran into two
amongst themselves in the corner of the club. Glasses acquaintances, Mike and Anthony, who wanted to
clinked; the bartender poured overpriced pints of beer go out. Well, no, I can’t go out… I’m in pajamas. I
and cocktails. Re-mixed 90s hits bounced of the walls. thought about it. Pajamas are definitely a very odd
A skinny blonde man performed an ecstasy-induced choice of attire for a pub.
dance, alone, in the center of the room. Haze.
But this was London; it was time for change, for
11:33pm The convenience store was closed, and confidence. Screw the looks; I was going to wear my
considering Anna and I have appetites that peak pajamas to the pub. Watch out world, an “I-don’taround 12am there was only one thing to do… go give-a-shit-about-what-anyone–else-thinks-and–
for some fine dining at Denise’s Italian Restaurant. am-going-to-have-the-time-of-my-life-despiteWe weren’t the only ones either; another group of your-opinion” attitude was coming your way.
hungry jet lagged American students happened to Little did I know that a quick pint at Shakespeare’s
be there as well.
Head wasn’t what the boys had in mind for the
I am certain I got confused, judgmental stares for night but some club in…well I don’t quite know,

https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1
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since I had just arrived in London, but it was in walking distance
of Holborn.
“Guys, I can NOT go to a club in pajamas. A pub is one thing,
but a club will not let me in!”
“It’ll be fine, just come, it’s funny!”
Well, I was already out, I had already developed this “who cares”
attitude. “Might as well make the most of it,” I thought.
“Fine, let’s go.”

Published
by SURFACE,
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1:34am We eventually arrived at the club and it was hopping.
In fact it was so hopping that it was at capacity and we couldn’t
go in. In addition, by law they had to stop serving liquor by
2:00am. (One liquor license that many British venues can
buy, another popular one ends at 11.) London is definitely a
city that sleeps.
A kind young lad was handing out flyers for a club on the South
Bank. Apparently this place had a later license and the party
would last all night long.
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

PAGE 9

10

et al.: Intertext 2010 — Complete Issue

2:00am We got into a cab (they call them Black Cabs there),
which was cooler than New York City yellow cabs anyway (there
was a TV with channels, we watched the Office, the British
one, and there was much more leg room) and we met Allan, the
taxi’s driver. We could see Big Ben, and the London Eye, and
crossed over the river where we arrived at what appeared to be a
warehouse engulfed by a plethora of nothingness. This was the
club. Life.
Allan decided then, to give us tourists some useful information
about the venue we had chose.
Published
by SURFACE,
2010
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This isn’t really the kind of club for you guys,”
He explained. We were then informed that we
were currently outside of a black gay club. Great,
but not exactly what we had in mind for the
night. Not to mention it was in the sketchiest
(pardon me— dodgiest) area I had ever seen.
There was no tube (the London subway) in sight
and no black cabs passing by. Even if we did go
to the club we would have been stranded there.
So Allan kindly drove us back across the bridge
and into to Soho where our venture continued.
Fivers exchanged, IDs shown. Passed the bouncer,
each step creaked as the partygoers stumbled to the
top. Stilettos clicked, doc martins clomped, “trainers”
pitter pattered until the final step was reached. Haze
frolicked down the stairs.
Allan told us about two restaurants in Soho that
are open all night long. Once again, the liquor
law prevented us from enjoying the 24 hour
locale at its full capacity.
3:08am Eventually we found ourselves down
a few streets in what seemed like an entirely
different world. Chinatown. We found this tiny
club in yet another dodgy locale. This one was
open until 5am so therefore everyone was keen.
I don’t remember the name of the club, but that’s
quite all right because I really have no intention
of going back there any time soon. Or ever again.
The China Town Street where this little garret
of a club was situated was completely silent. The
rest of the neighborhood was blissfully at rest
except for the occasional stream of lanterns from
closing noodle watering holes. A bouncer stood
at the door to check IDs and collect cash. Every
now and then a couple or small group of friends
would exit the club through the ornamented
door.
Although a revisit to this club would certainly
not be planned, this is not to say that we had
a bad time. The cheesy techno beats were just
what we needed on our first night out in London
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1
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town. We made lots of friends such as Blondie,
the lady who wore skin-tight clothes with way too
much confidence, the cracked out dancer, and of
course Juan. Juan was in his mid 30’s and way too
close for comfort. At first his undying compliments
to my “trousers” was funny, but unsettling quickly
replaced that emotion when he moved on to
talking about plantations and labeling us as racist,
though I cannot fathom why. Seeing that I was
being suffocated by this “trouser loving” man,
Anthony tried to come to my rescue, to which our

Published
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dear friend Juan replied, “it’s a free country” and
continued to talk about plantations and us being
racist, while kissing my hand.
The haze hit its peak at 5am, and that’s when it was
time to come home. The sun was coming up, which is a
miserable feeling when you have yet to sleep. The wind
slapped our backs and we meandered down the empty
streets to our hotel.
6:04am Exhausted upon my return, I was pleased
to remember that I was already dressed for bed.
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RESPECT STREET
By Evan Mychal Smith
Photo Illustration by Blake Z. Rong

Sometimes I just step back, look at myself,
and marvel at what I’ve become. Whatever
happened to Evan, the shy little boy who was
afraid to hurt anyone’s feelings? If I had to
answer that, I would say he probably jumped
off a cliff while holding hands with the Evan
who allowed himself to be walked on like a
human welcome mat. Good riddance to the
both of them if you ask me. Mama said, “If you
don’t say you’re the best, no one else will,” and
for a long time I thought it quite arrogant to
display my strengths. I wanted so much to be
modest, to fit in, to be one with the crowd.
Now, I can’t get enough of myself.

https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

If I were a food, I would want a lifetime supply of
myself. If I were a car, I would wash myself twice
a day: once before I drove out in the morning and
again after I parked myself at night. If I were a dog,
I would do nothing but eat and sit in front of the
television, but I would treat myself like I was Best
In Show – and I’m fine with that. Years and years
have passed by while my body has been marked up
with footprints of my friends, family, and authority
figures. Respect is supposed to be a two-way street,
but I always turned left. I let myself take the hit
every time there was a conflict and my heart grew
weary of constant torture.
I’m not your plaything.
I’ll tell you right now, if you see me driving up to Respect
Street, you had better look both ways these days.

PAGE 13 14
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TOO MUCH PAST
By Amanda Stessen

T

Illustration by Rebecca Bennett

he name on the itinerary sounded
perfect: “Lunch at the Wee Cottage, lovingly prepared by Avril.”
I tried not to look forward to it
all week. I felt uncomfortable and unsafe in
Belfast. People on edge. Not wanting foreigners in their city. The Peace Wall was terrifyingly ugly. I forced myself to believe that
the countryside of Northern Ireland would
be the same. I couldn’t get my hopes up.

From Belfast in the east to
Bushmills in the north, the bus ride
took an hour and a half. Our professor prefaced the trip by telling
us that the drive was considered to
be one of the most beautiful in the
world. But everyone slept.

to acquaintances that would be close friends
in three months. Body heat works best when
you’re the smallest in the group. Perhaps the
Wee Cottage has hot tea. But it is next to a
commercialized tourist attraction.

Pose, smile. Pose, goofy face. Pose, smile.
My camera ran out of batteries days ago. I
planned to send pictures to my parents from
my friend’s camera, anyway. People always
ask that you send them pictures. They seem
to think that they can see what
Our professor you saw in a photograph. They
prefaced the trip can’t. Even if they were with you,
they wouldn’t see exactly what
by telling us that you saw. People spend too much
the drive was time behind a camera lens—too
much purpose. People spend too
considered to be much
time looking at pictures—
one of the most too much past.

The cottage looked minuscule in comparison to the mamReaching the Wee Cottage
moth main attraction, Dunluce beautiful in the
Castle. If not for the parking lot,
out of breath, I only saw a little
world. But
a person could missed altogether.
elderly man inside. Not like the
everyone
slept.
The wind made my eyes water.
young waiters you would see in a
No point in trying to fix your
big city. A couple of us walked in.
hair. The sky made everything gray, but still
Just one room was all that was needed. Small
beautiful. You caught us on a warm day. My
fireplace at the far left wall with welcoming
teeth were chattering.
couch cushions facing the warmth. Tables
were set all around the room, each with its
No one listened while the tour guide
own set of four place settings on top of four
spoke. People were taking pictures and worryplacemats. Large mugs my mother might use
ing about the pub for the night. Standing close
for coffee. Intricate teacups my great-grand-
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mother might have used for tea. It was
wonderfully—stereotypically—European.
My companions and I sat closest to the
fireplace as others trickled in. Teakettles
on windowsills. Fishing poles attached to
walls. Old family photographs hung sporadically at sitting eye level. We were told
to get our own bread. Homemade. Not your
typical Hard Rock.
The man we saw when we first came
in delicately delivered our soup with his
shaking hands. The steam warmed my
face immediately. You can’t get soup like
this in the States. It’s much more like a
meal. It, too, seemed homemade. Prob ably, by the woman who could be seen
running around the back kitchen. Whose
name was probably Avril.

front door was left open.
The probably-Avril and the man-whoput-a-log-on-the-fire posed in a picture
with all of us; all 25 of us. I don’t know how
we managed to squeeze in front of the fireplace, but I wasn’t paying too much attention. I was still fascinated by the cottage.
White and cream-colored porcelain dishes.
Boating oars. Fake flowers. The only theme
seemed to be kitsch.
I finished my soup last. I finished my
sandwich last. I finished my scone last. I finished my tea last. I hate being a tourist. But I
didn’t want to leave.
Good thing I have the pictures.

Sandwiches complemented the soup.
The sandwiches were simple. Not much on
them. Placed in little sandwich bags—like
Dad used to pack in my brown bag lunch.
The details make things interesting. A teapot was being passed around. My friends
made me pour. It’s difficult to master pouring a full teapot. Perhaps it was because I
was still cold, perhaps it was because I was
already in love with the Wee Cottage, but
the tea tasted better than usual.
Finally, scones were passed around for
dessert. A heap of real cream sat on top.
A crumb was not left. The man who delivered the soup asked about the fire. We
all looked at it, but he was already putting
another log on. I barely noticed that the

https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1
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“

Pop-

Pop

”

By Alonna Berry
Photos courtesy of the author

I

t was Christmas break. We always did this—
nothing seemed to change. There we were:
Ronald, my older brother, on the couch texting
someone. Then there was Ryan lying on the forest
green carpet playing Madden 2000, or something.
We would all just sit around the house watching
movies, relaxing—consumed in our own world—
while obviously irritating the hell out of one another.
There it is. That smell—it always floats in from the
kitchen this time of year. Today? I can smell the crust
browning over the caramelized sugar apple bake as
the sweet smell seeps through the tiny slits in the
half-cooked crust. My mouth is watering already.
I’m sitting on that maroon and tan floral print couch
with my feet perched up as my laptop carelessly
drapes across my lap. And, as always, there’s a faint
snore in the background as my dad “rests his eyes.”
It was January 1st, 2006… I’ve always wondered
why Christmas felt the need to break into the next

Published
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month… Did we really have to drag it on?
RING! RING!
-Hello?
-Teresa?! Teresa?!
-Yes Mom, is everything ok?!
-Teresa?!
She was screaming now through a sea of tears. I
could hear her from across the living room. What was
going on? I felt my heart as it plummeted to my feet.
Then it slowly began to crawl up my spine, pounding
so hard I thought my back would break in half.
-TERESA?!
-MOM, what’s going on?
The elevation in her voice now caused my
breathing to completely stop.
-Teresa! Its Alfred, he fell Teresa, he fell down today.
I’m in the hospital in Milford. Dr. Alexander is on
17

Intertext, Vol. 18 [2010], Art. 1

his way….
She trailed off. Then silence.
-Mom, we are on our way, we’ll be there soon. Call
Sissy—is she there with you? Mom don’t worry—we
are on our way.
As she turned around the life had been drained
from her face. It looked as though death had just
touched her.
-We’re leaving! RONALD, WE’RE LEAVING!
-What’s going on Teresa?
-RONALD, WE’RE LEAVING!
Suddenly her face became a waterfall. I could no
longer see her eyes anymore.

Mom?
Slowly a small, lifeless whimper began to
permeate the car. Its resonance smashed into me.
-Alonna – just stop. Stop now.
Silence again….
We slowly began to pull into the parking lot of
the Milford Memorial Hospital.
“EMERGENCY” read across the entrance.
I was scared. We walked into the Emergency
Room. As soon as we walked in, everything began to
feel so comfortable to me again. I had been here so
many times before.

Everyone get ready, the dispatcher just called in a
-GET IN THE CAR!
5-car pile-up in Milford. The ambulances are on their
She was now screaming. I didn’t know what to way here now. We need to get through to the families
of the people as fast as
do. My brothers and I all
possible, and remember to
looked at one another
stay calm (because they
and then to our father in
won’t be). As I continued
confusion.
to file papers and folders
-Are we coming, Dad?
of new admitted patients,
Our voices sounded
I glanced at the names.
so sheepish against the
Outside of this office,
immensity of the tears.
behind the swinging double
-We are all going! Just
doors… life was being
get in the car and shut
sucked out of people,
up.
hearts were being restored,
His voice appeared to
and blood was spilling on
be so calm but the slight tremble at the end of his to the floor. Here I am stuck; filing papers for 5 hours a
words alerted me of the situations’ severity.
day. Sanchez, Wilson, Zart.
As the car pulled out of the drive way I felt as
Time to start a new pile.
though we were all being left behind. The car slowly
Blockwood – oh I remember them; the motorcyclist
began to push its way through, ripping through the who was riding cross-country with his brother. They
air at unimaginable speeds. My body felt so still. had stopped at a rest station in Milford – his kickstand
I couldn’t move. I was frozen, stuck in complete was stuck. He tried to unlatch it and in doing so the
bewilderment.
latch suddenly slid down, and chopped off his finger. His
-Where are we going, Mom?
Silence.
-What is going on, Mom?
Silence.
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

brother and he came rushing into the emergency room,
frantic, with his wife on the phone; his finger in a small
Ziploc bag.
-Mom, what is going on? Where is Dad?
PAGE 17 18
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-I don’t know! I don’t know! Teresa, they won’t tell -Do you know what happened, Sissy?
me anything. He’s back there I guess. They won’t let -They said from what they can tell your father had
me back!
a seizure.
My Dad deliberately glances over at the front desk -Mom said he fell?
attendant. A face I vaguely remember when working
-Yes, she told me that he was standing in the kitchen,
a day or two here. It’s true she was a bitch. I could
and fell over. The paramedics said he had a seizure,
only imagine the conversation that has transpired
that’s why he fell.
prior to us arriving.
Seizure. The last time I had heard that word was
It was Christmas Eve; we always spent Christmas
when my doctors were talking to my parents and me
at Mom-Mom and Pop-Pop’s. I loved Christmas Eve—
after our car accident. I had had a seizure after being
it was never fancy, just simple—simply family. Well,
removed from the car. I had smashed my head on the
anyway he was sitting there—in his rocking chair. The
seat in front of me. I was knocked unconscious and when
smoke from his Marlboro Red began to graze my nose.
the helicopter landed to take me to the nearest intensive
-Pop-Pop, it’s your turn to open your gift.
care hospital I began having convulsions. After waking
He nodded and extended his arms. He received the up from my coma in the hospital, I couldn’t remember
small, neatly wrapped gift. He read the tag. “To: Pop- anything. I just remember the long list of ailments that
Pop”
they had told me I had suffered; a concussion, an in“From: Ronald, Teresa, Ron-Ron, Alonna & head wound, a broken jaw (my mouth was wired shut),
a broken forearm, and a coma induced by a seizure (that
Ryan.”
He smiled, and without tearing a single corner he was my bodies immediate reaction to all the shock).
silently but meticulously unwrapped the gift. MomMom, Sissy (our cousin), Mom, Dad, Ronald, Ryan
and I waited.

A Seizure.

He paused. Looking intently at that little black box.
-OH SHIT! OH SHIT! OH SHIT! OH SHIT! OH
SHIT!
-Alfred, are you okay?
-Oh Shit!
His hand shaking… he slowly pulled out a glistening
gold watch. He carefully began to fasten it to his wrist.
-Teresa?! Ya’ll got this for me?!
-You said you never had a gold watch before…
He looked up and smiled.
-Mom, just calm down. I’m sure they will let us know
when they can. Is Dr. Alexander here yet?
-Teresa, I don’t know! I don’t know!

A man walked swiftly as he pushed his way
through the double doors.

-Primrose? Primrose Sturgis?
-Teresa, from what we’ve heard, the Doctor is here
-Yes sir, I’m here.
now, and they will let us back there when he is
-We have Alfred, your husband, in stable condition.
stabilized.
As the paramedics told you, he suffered a seizure. We
Published
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are running tests now to determine what caused the
seizure. That is all we know right now. For now all
we can do is wait. When he is out of testing, we will
move him to a room on the second floor. There you
will be able to see him. I will have someone let you
know as soon as he is moved.

-I’m good Pop-Pop!

-Thank you, Doctor.

-She works you like a slave in there!

Just as quickly as he had appeared through those
double doors, his white coat had disappeared. All
that was left now were our hopes swinging in on the
double doors trying to catch glimpse of the forbidden
world behind them.

He winked. I walked away.

Then silence again.

-You coming down here to help your Mom-Mom?
-Yeah, I’m gonna help her with cookin’ — I think.
-Primrose! Now don’t you work her too hard today…
Mom-Mom walked away without a backwards glance.

We sat down again. No one spoke. Mom-Mom
was nervously flipping through a magazine, my
brothers were texting on their phones, Dad was
trying to comfort my Mom, but Mom was silent. She
was stingingly silent; her silence grazes the hair on
the back of your neck like hurricane winds. I had
to leave; I couldn’t handle the intensity, so I took a
walk to the vending machines.

As I skimmed the vending machines, I saw them,
Kit-Kat bars… Sometimes my dad would come home
from work he would bring home the candy that he had
raided from the vending machine at the military base.
He would come home and standing in his green army
fatigues—he would have a spread of Kit-Kat Bars,
Snickers, Tasty Cakes, and all the other terrible sweets.
We would all run into the kitchen. Mom would never
let us eat them all, it would last the rest of the week, and
it would always end with Dad getting a stern ‘talkin too’
As soon as church ended we would be on our way about giving us cavities, and our health.
These sweets didn’t look so bad now. In fact they
to Mom-Mom and Pop-Pop’s house. It would always
seem like a long drive when I was little. My father would were comforting. I just wanted to smash through the
be driving with my mother at his side, and most of the glass. I wanted to remind them everything would be
time we were stuffed in the back, uncomfortably. When okay, that Pop-pop would be fine. We were...
we would pull into their driveway and my Mom-Mom
would be standing in the door waving enthusiastically.
We would walk into the house and there he would be.
Pop-Pop would be sitting quietly in his rocking chair;
a small smirk across his face, accompanied by a corner
wink.
-Hi Pop-Pop
-Hi sweetie!
(I lean in to give him a kiss)
-How are you?
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

-Did you need any money?
-No thanks, Dad. I don’t think I want anything now.
-Yeah, me either. Are you okay?
-I’m just worried about everyone. I hope pop-Pop is
okay...
-He will be, Alonna, don’t worry.
After hours of waiting, a nurse appeared in the
waiting room. She came to tell us that we could find
Alfred Sturgis on the second floor in room 211. If we
had any questions we could ask this new nurse upstairs.
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She also assured us
that the doctor would
be up to talk to us just
as soon as the test
results are in and he
looks them over.

I JUST WANTED TO SMASH THROUGH
THE GLASS. I WANTED TO REMIND THEM
EVERYTHING WOULD BE OKAY,
THAT POP-POP WOULD BE FINE.

-Do you know how long that will be?
-I’m sorry, I don’t ma’am. Your nurse upstairs may
be able to give you more information. Do you know
how to get to the 2nd floor from here?
I did. (I chimed in). I used to volunteer in on 2-West.
-OK then, good luck with everything, Mrs. Sturgis.

Then I saw “B” had
already been pressed. I
looked up.
-Sorry Miss, this
elevator was already
going down.

I was stunned. I couldn’t say anything. I saw it. It
was a stretcher; the body was on it, but it was covered.
A white sheet carefully draped over the body. I was in
shock. I was in the elevator with a dead person. I felt the
goose-bumps slowly begin to crawl up my arms.
The silence was killing me.

My grandmother nodded, and turned away. They
all followed and I led them around the maze; corner
after corner of white; white walls with blue trim. I
led them to the visitor elevator – that would lead us
directly to the wing where Pop-Pop would be. We
stepped into the elevator.

-Oh it’s okay, sir, I was so late for work, I-I-I guess I
didn’t notice that the elevator was already on its way
down. As soon as I finished my sentence the elevator
door opened. Thank God!

- Two please. Thank you.

DING!

I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to be riding in an elevator
with a dead body. I was late for work that day, and I was
in a rush to get to the second floor. I stepped on the elevator
without looking— I just had to get to work. I pressed the
number two, and waited as the elevator begun its descent.
DOWN? Why is this elevator going down? I quickly looked
up and double checked that I had pressed the right button.

We were here the elevator had finally arrived at
the 2nd floor. I had forgotten how scary this hospital
could be. We slowly walked as a family unit to the
room. As we turned the corner we passed the nurses’
station. I quickly glanced over to see if I could spot
anyone that I remembered. I noticed a few names
of women I had meant while working on the nurse’s
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My voice was so shaky. He nodded as he and the body
passed me.
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board; but it didn’t really look like anyone I knew
was working today.

I had never seen a dead person before, and Mr. Smith
was fresh. His eyes were still open, frozen in time. His
As we walked into room 211, I was halted in my last glance was at his wife. As I slowly pushed forward
tracks. I couldn’t take another step forward. This into the room, I could hear Mrs. Smith crying. I didn’t
know what to say. I was an intruder. Her husband had
just died. She was now alone...
I didn’t speak. I didn’t say anything. I just sat in the
visitor’s chair beside her. I sat until the coroner came in.
I watched as he checked his vitals. He put the stethoscope
up to Mr. Smith’s chest.
There was no breathing.
Pronounced dead at 2:15 pm.
Mrs. Smith’s whimpers grew louder.
The coroner shut Mr. Smith’s eyes, and covered his
head with his white sheet.

was the room. The intensity hit me with a force I
couldn’t ignore. I glanced in and spotted my PopPop sleeping on that bed...
-Alonna, can you come over here?
-Sure, what’s up?
-All of the nurses
are swamped today.
Do you remember
Mr. Smith from
room 211?

I took a deep breath and slowly stepped into the
room, and I began the draw my hands closer to my
face. My Mom-Mom was now seated in the same
chair as Mrs. Smith, and Pop-Pop was on the same
bed as Mr. Smith. He looked so lifeless, so helpless.
Just looking at his face, my hands began to overflow.
I turned and walked into the hallway.

AS WE WALKED INTO ROOM

211, I WAS HALTED

-Alonna, are you
okay?

-I’ll be fine; there
IN MY TRACKS. I COULDN’T TAKE ANOTHER STEP are just too many
people in that
FORWARD. THIS WAS THE ROOM.
room right now. I
-Yes...
felt like I couldn’t
-Well he lost his battle with cancer today. He was just
breathe. I slid down the wall, and seated myself on
pronounced dead. Normally when something like this
the floor of the hallway. My Dad sat down beside me.
happens a nurse will go in and sit with the family just to
We sat in silence. My eyes began roaming the
make sure they don’t have any needs, or need something.
hallway. Then I heard it...
Mrs. Smith (his wife) is the only one here right now.
We sat as Auld Lang Syne began to play through
Would you please go and sit with her until her family gets
the speakers. It was louder then I remembered it. I
here. Thanks.
wanted them to turn it off. How could they be so
Before I could answer she walked away. I was only
inconsiderate? Why would they play this song now?
16! OK Alonna, pull yourself together! You can do this!
In a hospital… people die here. Why would they
I closed my eyes, and walked into the room. When I
play it? Hospitals, they make me cringe...
walked in, I could tell that Mr. Smith had just passed
away. It couldn’t have been more than 20 minutes ago. -Alonna?
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1
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What does he want now? Doesn’t he hear that try to perform surgery it would do more damage than
song? Doesn’t he know what that means?
good. His body probably wouldn’t be able to recover.
-Yes...
-Why are they playing that song?

-At this point, we are probably just going to keep
him well medicated. But I’m sorry… it’s too late.

It was at our annual family B-B-Que. Every
I was going to explode. You want to know? Do you
September there would be music, food fryin’, and people
really want to know?
-They’re playing it because on the fourth floor a baby dancin’ and yellin’. Everyone in my family had their
place. My Dad would be standing with a beer in hand
was born. (I looked up).
and a spatula in the other behind the grill. My Mom
I glanced at the clock. At 9:16 a new life entered the
usually going from table to table forcing a smile and a
world. How many just left it?
laugh, I would eagerly be following behind her, making
-Oh. (He said).
sure everyone was happy. My brothers were in the
I looked up and I saw the Doctor from downstairs back of the yard playing basketball. There is a group of
walking towards our room. I knew what this meant. middle-aged family members sliding across the grass in
He had the test results back. My father and I stood synchronized motion. Perched at the front of the yard,
in unison. We followed the white coated man into just looking around and watching everyone...
the room.
There was Pop-Pop with his sideways smirk; he
-Mrs. Sturgis?
-Yes?

didn’t speak because he didn’t have to. He was my PopPop and I was his granddaughter.
As I looked over at him; he pulled out a cigarette.

-We ran lots of test on your husband today. At first
we couldn’t find anything. Then we did a MRI on his
entire body. We found 3 tumors on his brain.

I went and sat beside him.

-What does that mean?

He winked.

-Well Mr. Sturgis is 91 years old. At this age, if we did

I smiled.
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EVOLUTION OF A

By Justin Towers
Photos courtesy of the author

T

ry reading a book to your kids!” My father
would yell at the answering machine. As
a child, my parents operated a small cable
television company in the Southern Adirondacks. It
seemed as though whenever a holiday came around,
the cable would go out somewhere in Hamilton
County. Angry messages would instantly flow in from
up to sixty miles away asking how it was possible to
survive the rain/snow/Daytona 500 without cable.
The calls that disgusted Brian and Kathleen Towers
the most however, were from customers who swore
that their kids would die of pure boredom if the cable
guy didn’t show up yesterday. But, these people paid
for a service, so my father and Hamilton County Gore
Mountain Cable TV’s only other employee Mike, an
ill-tempered but genuinely good-hearted ex-welder/
conspiracy theorist, would drive sometimes 200 miles
in a day to make sure Dale Earnhardt would grace the
afternoon broadcast.
My parents took their own answering machinedirected advice to heart. My mother began reading to
me at an early age. She preferred not to read regular
children’s books. Instead, she would read books with

https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

voice
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easily comprehensible adult-level language. My mother
never “talked down” to me; she wanted me to develop
an adult lexicon and believed that speaking in such a
way or reading books with oversimplified vocabulary
did nothing to accomplish this. I remember books
such as the abridged version of Treasure Island, a few
short story anthologies, and some examples of what my
elementary school teachers would later term, “chapter
books.”
I remember my first piece of creative writing. It was
a Where the Wild Things Are length first person narrative
involving my older brother and a vampire. My second
grade teacher, Miss Reese, awarded me some sort of
class-wide blue ribbon. Was the prize meaningless?
Possibly. But, it fueled an idea that I may have a
knack for creative writing, an idea that stuck with me
for years to come. Somewhere in my subconscious I
believe the event may have fueled an interest for my
native language and a desire to record it. In fourth
grade, I received a perfect score on the New York State
Standardized English Tests.
High school came around and so did high school
English classes. My school’s enrollment was around
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180 students kindergarten through 12th grade, so
there weren’t many choices regarding different
courses or even different sections for that matter; I
ended up in a typical English curriculum. Overall,
I enjoyed my classes and performed well, attaining
As and A-s. However, I found myself constantly
disinterested in the assigned readings. Even when we
read authors whose works, style, and contribution to
literature I hold in great revere, such as Hemingway
and Steinbeck, I chose only to skim the chapters.
I had developed a rebellious nature in regard to
literature; I read what I wanted to and chose not to
read assigned material simply on the principle that
someone was telling me what I should read. It was
this iconoclastic discourse towards the education
system that I would have to overcome before college.
I was accepted to several creative writing

conferences in my high school years. It was at one of
those that I attended a workshop taught by Andrew
Devitt, a writer and English Professor from Buffalo,
NY. “Don’t write like your grandmother is looking over
your shoulder.” He told everyone. It was difficult. The
liberties I was allowed to take with creative writing
at this point in my life were a paradox. Gratuitous
violence and gore were always “fair game.” In fact, I
wrote a piece of pulp fiction for a final exam in tenth
grade. However, to challenge the ultra-conservative
status-quo of the Southern Adirondacks to favor a more
moderate approach to politics would not be tolerated.
The notion of sexual interaction between a man and
a woman was another theme that was very off-limits.
Any reference to religion that recognized the validity
of other dogmas besides Christianity was likewise
unacceptable. Pieces that addressed these issues and

THERE IS ONLY US AND THEM, GOOD AND EVIL,
GOD-FEARING AMERICANS AND CRUNCHY
GRANOLA SANDAL-FOOTED EARTH PEOPLE.
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themes were kept to myself in password-protected files.
It wasn’t until college that my writing really burst
out of the realm of strictly creative fiction. It was
here that I would meld politics, environmentalism,
and writing. My writing had long ago taken on
nature themes, but I had yet to incorporate explicit
environmentalism into a creative piece, or any piece
fit to print for that matter. In the Dirty South of the
Adirondacks, Environmentalism is seen as the agenda
of the far left. “Environmentalist” brings images of the
despotic Emperor Curt Stiles of the Adirondack Park
Agency and his metaphorical Mara Jade of the private
sector, The Adirondack Council. For these people
there is no middle ground. There is only us and them,
good and evil, God-fearing Americans and Crunchy
Granola Sandal-Footed Earth People.
However, I knew better. To a great extent, I
agreed with these people. And, to a great extent, I
disagreed with these people. Let me step back. When
I was five, my father ran for Town Supervisor in the
Town of Wells and won. Over the past 16 years I’ve
had almost first-hand experience with the Adirondack
Park Agency. The APA is basically an environmental
protection agency, which exacts its power as a glorified
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

zoning board for the entire Adirondack Park. It offers
somewhat limited representation of the park residents
and is time and time again accused of enacting
unnecessary regulations, hindering the already fragile
economy with no benefit for the environment,
collusion, and being a general pain in the ass. I’ve seen
a lot of the hang-ups that the park agency has caused
over the years vicariously through my father. However,
I’ve also seen some of the good it can do and am of
the rare opinion that while the current one may be
flawed, a similar government entity is necessary. A very
personal example of the APA working for the good of
the park has to do with the day that I became a closet
environmentalist, another chapter in the saga that
developed the voice I have today.
When I was young my family lived adjacent to an
old rock-crushing pit which mined and crushed stone to
make concrete. Day in and day out the horrendous sound
of shattering rock echoed throughout our small valley.
For years my parents and our neighbors feuded with the
owners of the pit to shut it down as it had no legal right to
operate. It was an on-going legal and sometimes personal
battle that had no clear end in sight.
On a rather overcast day when I was around eight
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years old, my family and I noticed a thick, black smoke
rising from one corner of the pit. Upon closer inspection,
it was evident that the Hunt Bros. were burning tires.
My parents called the Department of Environmental
Conservation, but by the time the “local” EnCon
officer made it to our house, the pit owners had finished
burning. “It would be one man’s word against another’s,”
the officer told my father. What Officer Pitcher and my
parents didn’t know was
that while they were
waiting for DEC, I had
been busy. Grabbing
a video camera, I ran
next door and found
my cousin, two years
my senior, who was
“working” with his
father, a carpenter, at
our mutual aunt’s house.
Together, we stole off
into the woods across
from the burn pile and
began to film. I can still
remember Bill Pitcher,
the
Environmental
Conservation officer,
asking if he could
“borrow this” as he held
the small VHSC tape
in his hand. Back in the
mid 1990s, cameras never lied.
Score one for justice, right? Wrong. Sure, the tape
held up in court and Hunt Bros. received some sort of
fine, but it did nothing to change the fact that there
was a huge rock crushing pit in our back yard. It was
the APA that changed that. Yes, the Adirondack Park
Agency, the Evil Empire itself. Everyone’s least favorite
government entity recognized that as per its regulations,
the pit was classified as an illegal mining operation
and summoned the almighty power of the New York

State Attorney General’s Office. I could never view
the relationship between people, government and
the environment in such simple terms. By the time I
graduated high school I had seen far too much of both
sides to believe such a picture could ever be painted
with only black and white.
Upon entering college, my voice as a writer
blossomed and shifted as I relinquished the notion
that I must remain
a
“tree-hugger
in
disguise” if I were to
survive within my
peer group. I quickly
found enjoyment in
writing
passionate
opinionated essays as
assignments for my
various Environmental
Studies courses. I loved
the freedom that ESF
allowed. I didn’t have
to worry that someone
would try to perform
an intervention on me
for liberal leanings. It
was so…liberating! I
began to experiment
with
melding
my
creative writing and
my new-found love for
writing about politics. Things seemed to be going
very well.
And then, I bumped into an old acquaintance,
censorship. We met up when I decided to write an
article about the APA and submit it to the Knothole,
ESF’s bi-weekly newspaper. The piece gave a general
rundown of the structure of the Adirondack Park
Agency, pointed out some of its flaws, and called for
reform that would allow greater representation of Park
residents in decision making processes that affected

I CAN STILL REMEMBER
BILL PITCHER, THE
ENVIRONMENTAL
CONSERVATION
OFFICER, ASKING IF
HE COULD “BORROW
THIS” AS HE HELD THE
SMALL VHSC TAPE IN
HIS HAND. BACK IN THE
MID 1990S, CAMERAS
NEVER LIED.
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them directly. I e-mailed a 1200 word draft to a friend
who was an editor for the paper. She replied with a link
to a website that gave suggestions on how to meet wordcounts; it was too long. This seemed plenty reasonable,
until she demonstrated this technique with my paper,
e-mailing me back 400 of my original 1200 words and
a few comments.
Every part of the article that challenged the
status quo had been taken out. It was now a onepage description of
how the strictest land
use regulations in the
country are enacted
and enforced. I was told
that my statements
were unfounded and
that she had tried to
duplicate my research
but couldn’t find any of
my information. This
puzzled me because
all of my information
was a matter of public
record and I was
unaware that factchecking was part of an
editor’s job. Lastly, and
oddly most infuriating,
she likened resident’s
lack of representation to the fact that her county
doesn’t get a cut of any of the revenue from state
parks within the county. Before I left home, I would
be censored for being too liberal. Now, I’m censored
for being too conservative. I suppose that when you
“critique the common sense of your group,” as an
organic intellectual does, and have two groups, as
I do, you’re bound to meet at least some opposition
everywhere (Cooper, 2008, p. 61).
Since then, I’ve managed to avoid being censored
for the most part. I’m more careful with word choice

now and think about my audience before I send
something to the editor or even the printer. No one
wants to read something that will just make them
angry; I aim to persuade and inform my readers, not to
upset them. With that in mind I’ve managed to slide a
couple of articles by that I never would have thought
possible , including one in criticism of the viewpoints
of Barack Obama, written a mere two days after his
election and a much longer, more damning article
about the APA written
for an Environmental
Journalism class.
I still have a lot
to learn and I believe
that it’s tough to know
the extent of what I’m
lacking until I learn
it. Writing isn’t one
of those subjects that
you can make a study
sheet for and cross off
the concepts you’ve
mastered until you’re
ready for the real world.
It’s a long process. I
try to devote a good
chunk of my time each
day to reading and a
good chunk to writing,
and that’s the only way I’m going to learn. I suppose
to a certain degree I’m still trying to negotiate my
voice in terms of coming to terms with all the ways
I’ve had to censor myself and how to get around
them. However, a short trip down Memory Lane and
some perusal of my manuscripts of yesteryear shows
definite evolution in both my voice and who I am
as a writer. In contrast to the past, I challenge the
status quo, I don’t confine myself to the ideals of my
peer group and, most importantly, I don’t “write like
my grandmother is looking over my shoulder.”

WRITING ISN’T ONE
OF THOSE SUBJECTS
THAT YOU CAN MAKE
A STUDY SHEET FOR
AND CROSS OFF THE
CONCEPTS YOU’VE
MASTERED UNTIL
YOU’RE READY FOR
THE REAL WORLD.
IT’S A LONG PROCESS.
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IN THIS SETTING, IT’S OKAY TO CHALLENGE
THE STATUS QUO AND SAY WHAT YOU
REALLY MEAN. I CAN IDENTIFY WITH BOTH
“TREE-HUGGERS” AND “REDNECKS.”
Someday, I’ll seek a career in journalism, but
even then I know that I will still be negotiating
my own voice and learning as I go. The pattern is
evident even in some of the great writers of modern
literature. Compare F. Scott Fitzgerald’s This Side of
Paradise with The Great Gatsby. Next to The Great
Gatsby Fitzgerald’s first book seems a tad mediocre.
However, Fitzgerald was only 22 when he wrote This
Side of Paradise. Five years, and another novel later
and the author was able to create his magnum opus.
While I don’t expect to necessarily enjoy anywhere
near the same amount of notoriety, I believe that my
voice and writing will evolve in much the same way.
I believe that my experiences can be applied to
the Writing Center in several ways. My experiences
with censorship are a useful tool in the case of a
student who may not feel comfortable completing an
assignment because (s)he is asked to give a genuine
opinion. I’ve been there. I know what it’s like to be
almost forced to keep your true opinion to yourself. I

can empathize with the student and explain that, in
this setting, it’s okay to challenge the status quo and
say what you really mean. I also have the privilege of
having stood on both sides of an issue that is much
larger than the Adirondack Park. I can identify with
both “tree-huggers” and “rednecks.” This experience
has given me the ability to look at both sides of an
issue and make a decision based on points from both
sides, a skill, which translates well into the writing
center. If a student is handed an assignment in which
(s)he must examine two opposing viewpoints, I have
experience with that.Finally, the fact that I am an
environmental writer has the potential to play a
role in the success of a session. Environmentalism
is a “hot-button” issue these days. The climate is
changing, humans seem to be reaching their carrying
capacity, biodiversity is disappearing at an alarming
rate, and the list goes on and on. If an assignment is
environmentally related, I may be better suited to
help them with it.
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DOROTHY
AND THE

BAKER’S
DOZEN
By Victoria Arnold
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“It is a war, viewed in its inherent quality, to establish, on
impregnable rocks, the rights of the individual, and it is a
war to establish and revive the stature of man. Perhaps
it might seem a paradox that a war undertaken in the
name of liberty and right should require, as a necessary
part of its processes, the surrender for the time being of
so many of the dearly valued liberties and rights.”
Winston Churchill: War Speech
September 3, 1939

A

s Big-Dad, Nanny and the Baker’s Dozen,
all their children, crowded near the radio to
listen to Churchill’s voice, big-dad placed his
left hand on his wife and his right hand on the wood
that replaced the leg he lost twenty-three years ago. He
saw as his sons, John, Harry, and Ste talked of enlisting
and serving. His older daughters edged closer to their
husbands, each man took his wife’s hand and the static
voices on the radio blared through the silence.
When
Big-Dad
was
discharged in 1916, he never
thought his children would
be fighting the same war
twenty-three years later. He
remembered the trenches of
France, how they were moist
with carnage, the screams as
young men were amputated
and the rats that gnawed on
their crudely hacked limbs.
He recalls pulling boys out of
burning battle tanks. The world
and his family fell into another
savage and bloody war.
The year Dorothy, BigDad’s daughter, turned twentytwo she was plunged into a war
that would reshape her entire existence. These years
hardened her hands, sharpen her wits, and became
stories for her children, grandchildren, great-grand
children and great-great grand children. She often
said, “your generation knows nothing of war, I was at
war,” when she told these stories. At twenty-two she
left her job at the bank and joined in the war effort by
enlisting to work in an airplane manufacturing factory
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by day and as an emergency room nurse by night.
She worked through air raids, corpses, and constant
bombings only to return to a home where food was
rationed, family scarce and curfews were strict. Her
freedom was stripped and her liberty challenged by the
state of war and battle. Uniform or civilian one must
service the nation and could be bombed and killed.
Where was her pursuit of happiness?
The day Dorothy married James Arnold their

home was bombed by the Nazis. Everything they
owned and worked for, her property, were demolished.
She was left to clean up the ramparts in between
air raids after her husband returned to service. It
would be decades later when she worked in a bank in
downtown Toronto, when she told the young tellers
that heavy construction and loud jack-hammering
outside was a pitiful reason to be distracted from
one’s duties.
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“We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous
kind. We have before us many, many long months of
struggle and of suffering. You ask, what is our policy? I
can say: It is to wage war, by sea, land and air, with all
our might and with all the strength that God can give
us; to wage war against a monstrous tyranny, never
surpassed in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human
crime. That is our policy.”
Winston Churchill: Blood, Toil, Tears and Sweat
May 13, 1940

The war did not last months, but years. It dragged the
men of the Mann Clan to all the corners of the globe, Ste
in North Africa, John in France and Harry in India. My
uncle Ste would recount stories of fighting Rommel in a
desert that scorched and burned. And how they ate boiled
rat stew slop to fill their bellies. When Churchill spoke of
fighting in speeches he did not account for the infestation
of the soldier’s soul in full detail. The creepy crawlies,
as Ste liked to call lice, would burrow under your flesh
right into your mind and
make you jump, twist
and flinch like a poor
street mutt.
Uncle Harry in
India witnessed as the
Japanese scorched the
rice fields, leaving the
people starved, and
women and girls raped.
Was it the Axis powers
that were tyrannical
or the nature of war?
All he saw were young
boys from both sides
dying and countries
torn apart by machine
guns and Spitfires. It
seemed as though
everyone involved was
lamentable.
When

Harry’s commanding officer ordered them to abandon
India one city and village at a time, he did not have the
courage to stay and fight for the people. In five years he
would come to realize that ‘just following orders’ was
not an excuse for neglecting human life.

Before the late medieval ages it was customary that
Kings and the landed gentry rode into battle with their
armies to conquer, and/or defend. The battlefields of
France were not drenched with the blood of noblemen
and kings but of English
boys who were killed
far from home and
hearth.
John was
standing in the very
place his father lost his
leg twenty-four years
ago, French soil was red
with our family’s blood.
Although he lost no
limbs, he lost his notion
of humanity in a war
“YOUR GENERATION
for humanity. In 1939
neither King George VI
nor Winston Churchill
took up arms, or piloted
planes. Churchill gave
OF WAR,
speeches about the
‘policy’ for this war, and
the men of Dorothy’s
family fought it.

SHE OFTEN SAID,
KNOWS NOTHING

I WAS AT WAR.”
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“We did not make this war, we did not seek it. We did all we
could to avoid it. We did too much to avoid it. We went so far
at times in trying to avoid it as to be almost destroyed by it
when it broke upon us. But that dangerous corner has been
turned, and with every month and every year that passes
we shall confront the evil-doers with weapons as plentiful,
as sharp, and as destructive as those with which they have
sought to establish their hateful domination.”
Winston Churchill: Preparation-Liberation-Assault
December 30, 1941

One year after Dorothy Mann became Mrs.
Arnold she received news that her husband would not
be receiving leave to celebrate the New Year with her.
Even though she was married, she returned to live in
her father’s home and helped her mother care for the
grandchildren. She could not bear living by herself
and wanted to be surrounded by family again. As
Churchill’s speech went on, Big-Dad shut off the radio
and threw it into the hall closet. He hated the sound
of that man’s voice because he conjured words to lull
the nation into his will.
“This war could have been avoided and it was the
inadequacies of his party that led to the war. I have
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served King and Country in a war of this nature before
and it was not to happen again!”
With his daughters living bullets away from
being widowed, Big-Dad wondered how much
longer rations would be used, if his home was safe at
night, and if the world could ever return to normal.
Winston Churchill’s voice and words had no place
in my family’s home. My grandmother often spoke
of her disdain for the man who ‘led’ England through
her darkest hour; more like “into the dark” she would
say. It is no wonder he was voted out of power as
soon as the war was over. His oratory skills did not
save the English and neither did the Americans that
33
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roamed the streets and towns of the UK.

days leave. They head down to Blackpool for an ocean
view, cool breeze and relaxation. The war followed
them on vacation to a beautiful seaside inn. They still
lived off their ration books. The amount of butter, bread
and milk one could have at mealtime was determined
by one’s ration cards. No butter rations, no butter with
your bread. Of course, the rich could buy what they
liked, but for the Arnolds it was rationed. Dressed in
thin cotton trousers, and a simple skirt with no silk
stockings in a dining room with a grand piano, bay
windows, a crystal chandelier, and crisp table linens,
they were seen unfit company to dine with.

At this point in the war, massive amounts of people
were strapped for cash. The English soldiers were living
off the generosity and limited resources of the people.
My grandmother remembered the day American soldiers
touched English soil. They had wide smiles plastered
to their faces, fresh pressed uniforms and pockets full of
money. She saw them spirited and envied their innocence
and ignorance. Their money attracted girls, booze and a
temporary good time. They would trot down the street
of her village and buy more food than an entire ration
booklet could provide. Many English shopkeepers would
sell necessities like butter, meat and milk to Americans
It was when respect was repeatedly denied to them
for high prices, while my grandmother’s family pinched by the jeering guests dressed in French fashions and real
every penny waiting for ration day.
silk hosiery, that the manager came out and lectured the
The money they spent while the English boys entire dining room. He questioned their nationalism
toiled under Nazi fire power would not keep them and morals as good English people. “These people that
out of planes and brigades. They came in haughty, fought for this country and serviced the war efforts
and many laughed at the efforts of the English to everyday and were not to be treated like foolish lepers.”

keep the Nazis out. She thought that in the end
My grandmother was at once embarrassed and
once the Nazis have had their say, they too will cry proud. She was a baker’s daughter in a small town in
out to their mothers when their legs were amputated Manchester and could never imagine having the value
and bullets removed in pairs.
of her work praised and used as guilt towards the rich
and well dressed. The manager made sure they were
Vacation from War but not from Class
It is 1942; Mister and Misses Arnold take a much- comfortable for the remainder of their stay; plenty of
needed vacation when Mister Arnold received three butter and sugar to go around.

THE WAR
FOLLOWED THEM ON

VACATION.
THEY STILL
LIVED OFF THEIR

RATION BOOKS.

“Tyranny is our foe, whatever trappings
or disguise it wears, whatever language it
speaks, be it external or internal, we must
forever be on our guard, ever mobilised,
ever vigilant, always ready to spring at its
throat. In all this, we march together. Not
only do we march and strive shoulder to
shoulder at this moment under the ﬁre of
the enemy on the ﬁelds of war or in the
air, but also in those realms of thought
which are consecrated to the rights and
the dignity of man.”

Winston Churchill: The Price of Greatness
1943

The dark heavy drapes covered any light from
escaping into the night. Big-Dad closed the bake-shop for
the day, and everyone sat at the table, ready to consume
the dinner Nanny prepared. One could not help but
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

PAGE 33 34

et al.: Intertext 2010 — Complete Issue

notice the gender imbalance, more women than men
sat and said grace. My grandmother, Dorothy, would
often tell stories about how she could not see the end of
the war. It seemed like one large black cloud looming
over her homeland. All around the Mann clan were
letters of missing-in-actions or killed-in-actions. It was
challenging not to hope for a letter as the postman walked
down the street or wrench away in pain if a uniformed
man holding a telegram rounded the corner. To live on a
constant edge of death and hope was the condition. The
people were prepared for it all: death, invasion, happiness
and sorrow. Dorothy worked long hours in an airplane
factory through that. Her dainty hands were smeared.
Her Victorian upbringing did not prepare her for war and
machine death.
The Mann clan and England would pay the price
of readiness with more dark nights ahead in order
to prepare for the enemy’s attack. An enemy that
mobilized under the watchful eye of the British Empire.
An enemy that built work camps of death across the
European continent. An enemy that marches across
continents destroying, and capturing.
“I have also to announce to the House that during the night and the early hours of this
morning the ﬁrst of the series of landings in force upon the European Continent has
taken place. In this case the liberating assault fell upon the coast of France. An
immense armada of upwards of 4,000 ships, together with several thousand smaller
craft, crossed the Channel. Massed airborne landings have been successfully effected
behind the enemy lines, and landings on the beaches are proceeding at various points at
the present time. The ﬁre of the shore batteries has been largely quelled. The obstacles
that were constructed in the sea have not proved so difﬁcult as was apprehended.”

Winston Churchill: The Invasion of France
June 6, 1944

It was so close now, she thought. Soon Jim, Ste,
John and Harry would be coming home. Little Jeanie
would have a father, Jim, for the first time in so long.
The newspapers were headlining the invasion and
Dorothy could not look at them on her way to work.
She did not want to test the fates because, so far, none
of her brothers, brother-in-laws or husband were lost
to gunfire. Just concentrate on the assembly line, wait
for the lunch bell, smoke your last cigarette, finish
chores before curfew, and head over to the hospital for
graveyard shift. Over, and over again until it felt like
she could sleep on her walk because her body knew the
routine better than her mind.
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Dorothy was not a silly woman by any stretch
of the imagination. After working in a factory,
producing ammunition and airplane engines, she
knew the force it took to invade the continent. The
conversations her father had with her brothers and
husband when they were on leave gave her a good
idea of the risks involved in such an endeavor. It
has been a while since John has written and she
wondered what was in store for him. Big-Dad, a
Victorian gentleman, did not display tears, but she
knew that if he lost any of his sons he would be torn
apart inside. There would be no glory if they did not
come home.
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“Yesterday morning at 2:41 a.m. at Headquarters,
General Jodl, the representative of the German
High Command, and Grand Admiral Doenitz, the
designated head of the German State, signed the
act of unconditional surrender of all German Land,
sea, and air forces in Europe to the Allied
Expeditionary Force, and simultaneously to
the Soviet High Command.”
Winston Churchill: End of War in Europe
May 8, 1945

It was over. Simple enough to say but, such a
long time before she could even utter those three
little words. Months passed by before the entire
family was reunited. Ste, John, Harry and her Jim
were all back in little Bolton, Manchester. The
rations did not end for another four years; buildings
needed mending, the country was in debt, and
families were broken. This would be known as the
generation of strong, brave and resistant of evil
and tyranny. But all that did not matter in the
moment. It was over.
The Mann clan survived the war and would
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remain close for years to come. Many of the Baker’s
Dozen would eventually move out of Manchester,
and some out of England to Canada. The distance
had no effect on the bond that kept them together.
Although they ended the war together as a family,
death and time would separate them in body. This
summer, Ste in England and Dorothy in Canada, the
youngest and last of the Baker’s Dozen, 89 and 94,
rejoined their family within 24 hours of one another.
The family has a saying that if you are of the
Mann clan you are of the blood and if you marry in,
you are a hero because you have to put up with us.
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A subcultural mystery
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By Anthony Robert Signoracci
Illustrations by Sarah Hudkins
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Rock stars often l
while others live ive fast and die young,
notorious for thleoing enough to become
r substance abuse
.

R

ock stars often live fast and die young, while others live just
long enough to become notorious for their substance abuse. But
straight edgers like Joel Capolongo defy this common perception.
A restaurant owner and animal rights activist, he considers music to be
the nourishment that has sustained his straight edge lifestyle for nearly
two decades. It opens him up to new ideas while at the same time reflects
who he is. The movement began as a rebellion against the hard partying
youth hardcore punk lifestyle and transformed into an all out assault on
various social norms—a rebellion against a rebellion. Straight edgers like
Capolongo condemn the use of drugs and alcohol. Guided by their pledge
to refrain from these substances, straight edgers—also known as sXers—
seek out their own ideal of a positive lifestyle. Members share several
core principles of behavior, but outside of that it is difficult to say who
straight edgers really are, as the subculture itself is very open and malleable. This diverse structure, coupled with the soul searching that many
members do, facilitates the adoption of new beliefs to the sXe culture.
All members wish to lead a positive lifestyle but each member has a different vision of this goal. Some members choose to live a vegan lifestyle,
practice abstinence or to protect the environment in order to lead their
own positive lifestyle.
This incredible freedom and encouragement allows members like Joel to
blossom their great love for the environment or towards other issues. These
beliefs are then injected back into the subculture by the member, altering
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it on a local scale. There are no leaders that mandate beliefs; there is only the constant give and take between
members, their world view and the subculture itself. This
makes the question “what is straight edge?” a difficult one
to answer because there are many conflicting beliefs held
by those who associate themselves with the subculture.
The term straight edge was coined by the band Minor
Threat, which formed in 1980 in Washington D.C. and
soon developed a cult following. Their short, fast aggressive music matched other punk bands blow for blow, but
one thing changed: the meaning. With their aptly-titled
“Straight Edge,” the band established the core values held
by each member of the subculture. Gone were the messages of excess and abuse. In their place, Minor Threat advocated something completely contradictory to what the
punk subculture was lauding: “a lifestyle that started within the hardcore punk subculture whose adherents make
a commitment to refrain from using alcohol, tobacco,
and recreational drugs” (Minor Threat, 1984). “Straight
Edge” promoted this lifestyle, creating a radically new
spin on the punk subculture with powerful language that
expressed the core values held by straight edgers:

I’ve got the straight edge
I’m a person just like you
But I’ve got better things to do
Than sit around and fuck my head
Than sit around and smoke dope
‘Cause I know I can cope
Laugh at the thought of eating ‘ludes
Laugh at the thought of snifﬁng glue
Always gonna keep in touch
Never want to use a crutch
The message behind these lyrics is clear: someone
who has adopted the straight edge lifestyle has “better
things to do” than taking part in the use of drugs. They
realize that there is more to life than partying and drug
use. While rejecting these things might make them stand
out from the normal teen culture, they are quick to point
out that it certainly does not make them weird—they are
people just like you, me or any punk rocker, but they have
a set of values that differentiates them from many individuals in society. Straight edgers place both drugs and
drug users under incredible scrutiny. Drug users quickly
transform into drug addicts, stripping them of self-control.
Once that happens, they begin to use drugs as a form of escapism. Drugs become a crutch that users come to rely on
because they are not strong enough to endure life’s chalPublished
by SURFACE,
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lenges alone. Freedom from the poisonous taint of drugs is
the main goal for straight edgers.
Capolongo doesn’t try to candy coat the issue.
“Straight edge means a complete abstinence from drugs
and alcohol,” he says. “It is meant to be a means of selfliberation and a rejection of our culture’s disgusting excess…if you don’t follow them closely, then you’re not
straight edge” (J. Capolongo, personal communication,
March 24, 2009). Any other causes or crusades against
the status quo, such as Capolongo’s animal rights activism, are secondary and are taken up on a voluntary basis.
Capolongo does not want to be part of the problem.
He established a chapter of the Animal Defense League
and a chapter of the Coalition to Abolish the Fur Trade,
both in Atlanta. He spent 45 days off the coast of Antarctica trying to put an end to controversial Japanese whaling practices, becoming the subject of a documentary in
the process. As a straight edge believer, he realized that he
couldn’t possibly support policies that had destructive effects. With moral compass in hand, he then acted according to his beliefs. According to Joel, the lifestyle “just feels
right” (J. Capolongo, personal communication, March
24, 2009).
Ia world full of such “disgusting excess,” few individuals violated Minor Threat’s values more than members of
the larger punk subculture. With hedonism as their reigning philosophy, many punk music fans “live for the moment, reject conventional forms of work and excessively
use alcohol and drugs,” according to Dr. Ross Haenfler, a
scholarly expert on straight edge (2004, p. 786).
Most of Haenfler’s (2004) clout comes from his position as assistant professor of Sociology at the University
of Mississippi, with four books and a variety of articles
written about the straight edge subculture. But perhaps
more importantly, Haenfler remains an active member of
the subculture. He attended over three hundred hardcore
punk rock shows and his research draws from both his
own experiences and also from his firsthand connection
with young straight edgers. And he gave up his own hard
partying youth lifestyle in favor of “a clean living movement whose members abstain from alcohol, tobacco, and
other drugs in an effort to resist peer pressure and create a
better world” (Haenfler, 2004, p. 786).
Notice that this definition highlights the same core
values that Capolongo and Minor Threat did: the consistency shows that the core principles form an unshakable
foundation that everything else is built on. Capolongo
was correct: you can’t be straight edge if you don’t follow
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1
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these core beliefs. And, as Haenfler’s (2004) research sug- the symbol and gave it a new, positive meaning: they
gests, you can’t be straight edge without at least flirting placed it on their backpacks, shirts, and necklaces, tatwith the music scene.
tooed it on their bodies, and drew it on their notebooks,
Music lies at the very heart and soul of the straight skateboards and cars (Rethinking subcultural resistance,
2004, p. 415). The X became a badge that gave the pubedge movement. It was responsible for founding the
movement, connecting sXes, and continues to sustain it lic a glimpse at their beliefs. Members that use the X are
making their involvement with the subculture clear.
to this day. In fact, the nature of the punk rock
They proudly display the symbol not just to
scene can be credited with opening sXes
other sXes but openly, in potentially
up and making them question socihostile environments: their clear
etal norms. “The punk rock scene
mind and personal control have
of the late 1970s encouraged
given them enough strength
youth to be individuals, beto resist any pressures that
come creators of music
can be inflicted on them.
rather than simply consumers,” says Haenfler
sXes attend no
(2004, p. 786).
meetings, collect no
dues and (for the
Music
shapes
most part) have
and reflects the
no real organizamindset of both
tional structure.
punk rockers and
The members are
straight edgers. As
loosely bound by
the music changa collective idenes, the members
tity and united
change as well.
in their commitThe 1990s saw
ments. This lack
another metamorof structure is rephosis as the music
sponsible for the
became more and
variation within
more
influenced
various sects of
by metal. The more
the subculture. It
aggressive and viois also responsible
lent tone produced
for the lack of a demilitant straight edgers
finitive set of straight
who showed, according
edge principles beyond
to Minor Threat’s webthe founding principles.
site, “less tolerance for nonMembers draw from their
straight edge people, more
experiences.
“Participation in
outward pride in being straight
less structured movements, based
edge, more outspokenness, and
upon
commitment to an identity, is
[held] the belief that violence was a necmore individualized than participation in
essary method to promote clean living” (Mia social movement organization,” says Haenfler
nor Threat, 1984). During the early 1980’s, music club
p. 786). Core principles such as drug avoidance
(2004,
owners marked an X on the hands of concert goers to alert
bartenders that they were underage. As the straight edge must be upheld as the basis of the group identity, but
subculture took root, many of the early members began to diffusion takes place between individual members as
mark themselves with an X to avoid being served alcohol. well as members and the subculture as a whole.
The X was once seen as a negative symbol, a roadblock to
fun, because it essentially prohibited a minor’s ability to
drink at a concert or club, but straight edgers transformed
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The end result of this tempers straight edge with
other activist or social movements and causes. Society
is placed under a microscope to identify various soci41
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etal issues, such as meat eating and a lack of respect for
the environment. Capolongo’s greatest concerns with
society are reflected in the lyrics of his favorite band
Earth Crisis, which uses music to spread awareness
about environmental causes and animal rights issues.
As they questioned society, straight edgers became not
only creators of new types of music, but of a subculture
that finds itself at odds with various social norms. They
distilled all of their conclusions into music aimed at
a wider audience. The activism serves to distinguish
and divide certain sects of the straight edge movement
while proving that the means, methods and ideologies
of the movement are not quite hammered out yet.

dangers of consumerism as exemplified by the current
credit crunch, our dependence on foreign oil, and its
impact on the environment. Whatever the cause may
be, straight edgers are certain to expand their secondary belief set to incorporate their personal solutions to
society’s problems.
Time tested and battle scarred, the straight edge subculture will continue to challenge the norm as it endeavors to create its vision of an ideal society.

Many members view the straight edge movement
as a brotherhood. Straight edgers found strength and
camaraderie within their groups of friends, while sXe
developed a comfort zone where ideas could flow freely and passions would manifest, collectively, with focus on particular causes. The zone is not necessarily
a physical one; rather, it is a social network or group
of contacts, preserving the “question everything”
mentality of the subculture. Because the space
is surrounded by like-minded individuals,
it is free from the ridicule and ire of the
unwashed masses. Spurred by the loyalty
and encouragement of fellow members,
an sXe will feel comfortable enough
to expose their true—and oftentimes
more vulnerable—self. Members develop more secondary beliefs which
will be added into the subculture.
There is no leader of the subculture that can veto their decisions.
A new concept of a positive lifeWorks Cited
style can be quickly developed,
About Us. Strong Hearts Cafe. Retrieved March 24,
because definitions of “good”
2009, from <http://strongheartscafe.com/aboutus.
or “bad” differ from member to
html>
member and can be tweaked in
different ways.The deeply perHaenfler, R. 2004. Collective identity in the straight edge
movement: How diffuse movements foster commitment,
sonalized and organic nature
encourage
individualized participation, and promote cultural
of the straight edge subculture
change.
The
Sociological Quarterly, 45(4), 785-805.
makes it hard to define. The
movement has questioned soMinor Threat. (1984). Straight Edge. On Minor threat [CD].
cietal norms for decades, morRethinking subcultural resistance: Core values of the straight
phing to respond to whatever
edge movement. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography (2004),
ills it identified. Likewise,
406-436.
the future of the subculture
is also difficult to predict. Its
members may react to the
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Just Semantics?
The Battle Between Two-Spirit and Berdache

By Jocelyn Baird
Illustration by Rebecca Bennett

W

hen Spanish conquistadors first came
across Native American villages in the 17th
century, they observed behavior that deeply
disturbed and disgusted them: men, dressed as women
and performing women’s work, and having sex with
other men. Other European explorers also noted this
behavior in other parts of the New World, and it seems
that gender identity for pre-colonial Native Americans
was far more fluid than the rigid binary gender divisions
that colonists considered “normal.” Because colonists
brought their own worldviews and biases to the New
World, the terminology used to describe much of what
they encountered can be contested—none more so,
perhaps, than the word used to describe the instances
of men dressing and acting as women that they saw:
berdache. The pejorative impact that this term, in
juxtaposition with colonization, has had on Native
American gender identity directly contrasts with the
newly claimed term “Two-Spirit” to create a battle of
labels that is a tangled mess of politics, semantics, and
histories.
Berdache as a word comes from the Arabic bradaj,
meaning, “slave” or “male prostitute.” When the French
and Spanish explorers reached the Americas and
encountered males donning female garb and engaging
in sexual acts with other males, they “asserted that these
individuals were living in bradaje” (Gutiérrez, 2007,
p. 20). Since its inception, and up until a couple of
decades ago, berdache was the accepted academic term
for such people, male and female. However, in 1990
at the third annual intertribal Native American/First
Nations gay and lesbian conference, the term “TwoSpirit” was adopted as a more acceptable identifying
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term. The root of Two-Spirit is from the Ojibwa phrase
niizh manidoowag, meaning “two spirits” and it also
references the common native North American ideal
that two spirits, one male and one female, resided
inside the body of certain people.
To understand the arguments for and against these
two terms, the history of the people they attempt to
identify must be known. Perhaps the most conflicting
and debated part of this history is that of the TwoSpirit1 in pre-European contact native North America.
Written records exist for the years after contact, but
before that history relied on oral traditions which can
be easily misinterpreted, especially when translating
from original language to English. What is known is
that to date, more than 150 different nations across
native North America have been identified as having
some form of male two-spirits, who took on the roles
and dress of females in the nation and less than half of
that as having female two-spirits2, who likewise took
on the dress and roles of men (Fur, 2007, p. 34). Long
before “berdache” or “Two-Spirit”, the languages of
these individual nations had words that described these
people—la’mana to the Zuñi, nádleehé to the Navajo,
winkte to the Lakota, and so on (Gutiérrez, 2007, p. 19,
& Lang, 1997, p. 104). One thing to keep in mind when
contemplating Native American sexuality and gender
identity is that the peoples collectively referred to, as
Indians are a vast variety of different societies with their
own languages, customs, and histories. How the Pueblo
Indians of the southwest regarded sexuality and gender
is not necessarily congruent with the way the Lakota of
the northeast did. Many anthropologists and historians
seem to forget this fact, resulting in misinformation
43
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and misinterpretation. Compounding the issue is a
lack of information regarding eastern societies, which
author Jim Elledge (2002), who painstakingly searched
out all existing myths for his anthology Gay, Lesbian,
Bisexual, and Transgender Myths: from the Arapaho to
the Zuñi, explains in its introduction:
For the most part, the two-spirit myths that have been
preserved by anthropologists and others belong to
nations that live west of the Mississippi River because,
unfortunately, the Native American
societies east of it were so badly
ravaged by European colonists
that, in many cases, their people
died out and many of their
traditions were lost with them
(p. xix).
While Elledge does go
on to point out that in
exchange, a great wealth of
information is known about
the Two-Spirits of the western
nations. However, the fact that
all of the myths in the anthology
were published after the late 19th
century brings us full circle to the issue of
not truly knowing how much of the original
myth has been omitted since its inception. Anytime
one language is translated into another, some of the
original meaning is lost. As a result, even if the myth
was perfectly preserved through oral tradition between
the 16th century and the 19th-20th, it is likely not all
survived in the transcription by European Americans.
This leaves us with a heavy reliance upon the history
provided by the conquering Europeans after contact, a
history full of colonist bias.
According to Gunlög Fur (2007), author of Before
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Stonewall, “Native American sexuality caused
comment, consternation, and condemnation widely
among European travelers, missionaries, and colonial
administrators from the very first occasions of contact
and onward” (p. 32). These reactions and the reasons
for them must be taken into consideration when
analyzing any literature on Two-Spirits from centuries
past. Spanish conquistadors who encountered males
dressing as women and performing sexual acts with
other men were not surprised by these actions.
They had encountered such behavior in other
places around the world, including their
home country of Spain, where an effort
was being made to punish those who
committed the “abominable sin”
of sodomy (Brown, 2007, p. 58).
Unquestionably, the vision of
the European sodomite
had a huge effect on the
way Two-Spirits were
portrayed by colonists
who encountered them
in Indian nations.
One interesting glimpse
into the European
mindset is a set of
engravings done by famed 16th century artist Theodorus
de Bry depicting many aspects of Native American life,
including male “hermaphrodites,” (Gutiérrez, 2007,
p. 22); as Two-Spirits were often mistakenly thought
to be. One of the engravings, titled “Hermaphrodites
as Laborers,” shows the European’s view of berdaches:
tall, strong, with long curly blond hair. Berdaches are
depicted carrying warriors from their tribe from battle
on stretchers, and the contrast between both is striking.
The non-“hermaphrodites” are smaller with dark hair
and features more congruent with traditional Native
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Perhaps it is just semantics, and that there cannot be
one correct sweeping term that can be used by anyone,
especially those looking in from the outside, to describe
these people and do them justice.
portraits. From a modern perspective, it is obvious
that this illustration does not depict actual Native
Americans from the 1500s. Instead, the men-women
pictured embody the European vision of sodomites at
the time (Bucher, 1981, p.153). While this perhaps
can be viewed as an extreme example of colonist
perspective, one cannot deny the biases brought to
native North America by its conquerors.
Berdache was one way in which Europeans could gain
some of the control necessary to conquer the peoples of
the newly discovered land. By using a European term
with a completely derogatory history to describe a native
practice that they could not have fully understood (and
possibly did not care to), colonists were able to impose
their moral codes regarding same-sex sexuality and
gender upon Native Americans. Spanish descriptions
of “berdache” activities among the Pueblo Indians
in the 16th and 17th centuries are less than accepting.
Conquistador Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca gave the
following account in a 1542 published narrative about
his first observations of native men-women in what is
now northeastern Texas in 1536:
I saw a wicked behavior, and it is that I saw one man
married to another, and these are effeminate, impotent
men. And they go about covered like women, and they
perform the tasks of women, and they do not use a bow,
and they carry very great loads. And among these we
saw many of them, thus unmanly as I say, and they are
more muscular than other men and taller; they suffer
very large loads” (Gutiérrez, 2007, p. 21).
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Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca did not seek to understand
what he encountered, rather he simply called it out
for being wicked behavior that, in his European mind,
needed punishment. The Spanish also jumped to other
conclusions about the strange men-women they saw,
claiming that they must be “eunuchs” or hermaphrodites
since they were wearing women’s clothing (Gutiérrez,
2007, p. 22). What Spanish, French, and other
European colonists seemed most preoccupied with
were not the female clothing or roles that these men
took on, but their sexual behavior. The marriages and
sexual acts between men in native North American
tribes deeply disturbed European colonists, and so they
sought to degrade this behavior and make it shameful.
Subsequently by branding them with “berdache,”
a name that conjures images of slavery and passive
male prostitution, they succeeded. Christian religious
beliefs, had much to do with the motivations behind
these efforts to morally control the native nations;
but having moral control through religion also helped
government authorities to have social control over
them as well. It is estimated that by the 18th century
in many Pueblo Indian communities the European
attitudes that same-sex sexual interactions were an
“abominable sin” had begun to gain some acceptance
(Brown, 2007, p. 51-52).
Between the 16th and 19th centuries as European
Americans conquered and settled, then began
systematically forcing Native American nations off of
their lands, much was changed. Traditions were lost as
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people were killed, entire nations at times wiped out by
disease and slaughter. The Two-Spirit tradition stayed
alive in many communities, as evidenced by the most
famous Two-Spirit in history, a Zuñi la’mana named
We’wha; but it was inevitably changed (Gutiérrez,
2007, p. 24). By the 19th century, when We’wha was
alive, anthropologists had taken up great interest in
the “berdache” and were eager to study them. One of

connotations. Roscoe concludes his argument by saying
“There is no evidence that the first anthropologists
to use the term were aware of its older European and
Persian meanings” (Roscoe, 1998).

Those who argue in favor of Two-Spirit would argue
differently. The debate between the terms is centered
on its etymology. “Berdache” is a foreign word, bestowed
upon them centuries ago by the people who conquered
their ancestors and caused centuries of grief and pain.
To insist that it be considered as the overall accepted
term to identify any native person, past or present, can
be viewed as greatly insulting. Two-Spirit is a term that
comes from native language, chosen by native queers.
It serves the purpose of not only helping to revive old
traditions but separate native GLBT people from nonnatives and foster community for them. Two-Spirit as
a movement and a term has helped the native queer
community to grow and flourish. It is difficult enough
being native in a country full of non-natives, but being
queer puts them at risk for being rejected by their own
families and communities. Homophobia is prevalent
in many native communities today, and many queer
natives turn to alcohol or drugs, or even suicide to
escape the shame of being out in the community (Leach,
2006, pp. 202-206). Since its 1990 inception, TwoSpirit has become a movement and many communities
have sprung up, from the Denver Two-Spirit Society
to the Northeast Two Spirit Society. For the past 21
years the International Two Spirit Gathering has been
held once a year in various places in Canada and the
the most common arguments for the sustained use of
United States (ITSG, 2008). The push for Two-Spirit
“berdache” as an identifying term is its heavy usage in
can be looked at as one more way for native people
the academic world, especially within anthropology. In
to return to their roots and support their communities
fact, one of the most extensive studies ever done on the
from within, without having to deal with outsiders.
subject argues in favor of the term. Queer scholar and
activist Will Roscoe (1998) defends berdache, arguing One of the issues that those in favor of the term
that words that were insulting or negative in the past Two-Spirit face is the notion that they are simply
can change to become identifiers without negative romanticizing the past and creating positive queer

The sexual acts between men
in native North American
tribes deeply disturbed
European colonists, and
so they sought to degrade
this behavior and make it
shameful. Subsequently
by branding them with
“berdache,” a name
that conjures images of
slavery and passive male
prostitution, they succeeded.
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history where it never was. Much evidence exists
to prove that not all Two-Spirits were treated with
respect or decency in their communities pre-contact.
Reports from Spanish conquistadors, such as Nuñez
Cabeza de Vaca, pointed to the use of “berdache” by
certain native nations to teach their captured war
enemies a lesson and degrade them. In fact, historian
Richard Trexler (1995) wrote an entire book on
the subject, titled Sex and Conquest, wherein he
suggests that “berdaches” were nothing more than
the sex slaves that colonists initially perceived them
to be. What authors like Gutiérrez seem to ignore is
the fact that not all native nations are the same, and
most certainly do not all hold the exact same beliefs
about gender and sexuality, and that over time certain
traditions and roles were open to evolution and
change. Two-Spirit as a term is not perfect, but then
again, no identifying term is perfect, as evidenced by
the amount of confusion and negotiating that goes
on within the GLBTQ community on the topic.
Some natives insist that in the struggle between
berdache and Two-Spirit the best choice is nothing at
all. Clyde M. Hall (1997), a Lemhi Shoshoni, summed
this argument up very well.
Back home, when Sabine Lang came to do her fieldwork,
she said she wanted to meet some ‘warrior women,’ so I
told her, ‘O.K., come to the reservation, I’ll introduce you
to some warrior women.’ But Sabine came back one time
from interviewing one of these individuals, and she said,
‘You know, they’re just the kind of women I am looking
for but they do not know who they are.’ Well, it is not that
they do not know who they are, just because they do not
know of the label anthropologists have put on them—
because they are just who they are. They are just beings,
that is the way the Great Mystery made them. They come
out into this world like that. And they are just living their
lives, of who they are and what they are interested in.
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And how they want to act. Do you think that the oldtime people who are now referred to by anthropologists
as ‘berdache’ for the most part used that word as a part of
their vocabulary? I do not think so, because they were just
manifesting who they were. And how they lived. It was
something that was given to them by Spirit—this way of
living (p. 274).

Not all native nations
are the same, and most
certainly do not all hold
the exact same beliefs
about gender and sexuality,
and that over time certain
traditions and roles were
open to evolution and
change. Two-Spirit as a
term is not perfect, but
then again, no identifying
term is perfect.
For Hall and others, there can be no term that
encompasses gender diversity in Native American past,
present, and future.
If one wanted to simplify things, it could be said that
all this boils down to is an argument of semantics.
“Two-Spirit” vs. “berdache”—which one is more
acceptable? The complexity of the history is enough
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to make one wonder whether it could really be so
simple as to be one or the other with no real difference
between the two. Native American gender identity
is a complicated and ill-understood subject that most
likely will never be understood by those outsiders
who seek to fully catch it in their grasp. Ultimately,
“berdache” is a term that is highly contested because
of its origins and offensive connotations. Those in

the present, view Two-Spirit as a way to heal the
wounds created by berdache and return to their
traditions with a sense of pride and respect. Perhaps
it is just semantics, or, perhaps Clyde Hall was right
when he said “they are just beings” and that there
cannot be one correct sweeping term that can be
used by anyone, especially those looking in from the
outside, to describe these people and do them justice.
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E

ach day, as I navigate through the academic
facade of my socio-political sphere, I follow
the shadow of a ubiquitous figure whose
ominous gaze serves as a constant and painful
reminder of that which is repeated and that which
is forgotten. It exists as an institutionalized social
system, the policies of which enable an ongoing
cycle of intellectual, cultural, and moral decay. I
will introduce this figure by juxtaposing it along side
of “the Golghar”; something of a disparate physical,
geographical, and temporal basis of existence.

unassociated with the nation Greece. What makes
it ‘greek’ is that the organizations representing it
utilize two or three greek letters as Each day, as I
navigate through the academic facade of my sociopolitical sphere, I follow the shadow of a ubiquitous
figure whose ominous gaze serves as a constant and
painful reminder of that which is repeated and that
which is forgotten. It exists as an institutionalized
social system, the policies of which enable an ongoing
cycle of intellectual, cultural, and moral decay. I
will introduce this figure by juxtaposing it along side
In Passport Photos, Amitava Kumar (2000) of “the Golghar”; something of a disparate physical,
speaks of an “odd-looking, giant building in Patna geographical, and temporal basis of existence.
[India] . . . resembling in its form a copular beehive”
In Passport Photos, Amitava Kumar (2000) speaks
called “The Golghar.” The building was built in of an “odd-looking, giant building in Patna [India] .
1786 by the British inhabiting the region and was . . resembling in its form a copular beehive” called
intended to function as sort of ‘silo’ in which grain “The Golghar.” The building was built in 1786 by
could be stored. It was created
the British inhabiting the region
in response to repeated famine
and was intended to function as
conditions that had systematically
sort
of ‘silo’ in which grain could be
HE
OLGHAR
killed millions of Indians living
stored. It was created in response
within the region. However, the
to repeated famine conditions that
OF MY OWN
building was never used (and
had systematically killed millions
even if it had been, its capacity
DAILY ROUTINE of Indians living within the region.
was grossly inadequate for what
However, the building was never
followed). Famines continued for
HAS AN IMAGE used (and even if it had been, its
the next 150 years, claiming the
capacity was grossly inadequate for
lives of many million more of the THAT MANIFESTS what followed). Famines continued
poor workers it was intended to
for the next 150 years, claiming the
feed (Kumar 90). The pervasive ITSELF NOT AS A
lives of many million more of the
daily glare of The Golghar was a
poor workers it was intended to
constant reminder to these people
BUILDING BUT feed (Kumar 90). The pervasive
of the hypocrisy saturating the
daily glare of The Golghar was a
void between formal imperial
constant reminder to these people
AS A SORT OF
politics and social reality.
of the hypocrisy saturating the void
IDENTITY
between formal imperial politics
The Golghar of my own daily
and social reality.
routine has an image that manifests

T

G

,

.

itself not as a building, but as a sort of identity.
While this identity (and subsets of related identities)
has become associated with specific buildings, the
identity itself is observed through the men and
women representing it. No one is dying under this
Golghar, but that isn’t to say that something isn’t
dying. At the facade of its existence lies a hypocrisy
that is again saturating the void between its formal
politics and social reality (repetitive). It is called
‘greek identity’ and is held by those considered part
of the ‘greek culture.’ For the less well-informed
reader, this ‘identity’ or ‘culture’ is completely
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

The Golghar of my own daily routine has an
image that manifests itself not as a building, but as
a sort of identity. While this identity (and subsets
of related identities) has become associated with
specific buildings, the identity itself is observed
through the men and women representing it. No
one is dying under this Golghar, but that isn’t to
say that something isn’t dying. At the facade of its
existence lies a hypocrisy that is again saturating the
void between its formal politics and social reality
(repetitive). It is called ‘greek identity’ and is held by
those considered part of the ‘greek culture.’ For the
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less well-informed reader, this ‘identity’ or ‘culture’
is completely unassociated with the nation Greece.
What makes it ‘greek’ is that the organizations
representing it utilize two or three greek letters as
their titles1 (for example: “Sigma Alpha Mu,” or
“Phi Kappa Psi”), hence the name “greek-letter
organization.” Most students, however, know them
as fraternities and sororities.

academic and social support for members”. The
language of the article constructs an image of “a
self-governing, self-disciplining association of
students” holding a heightened standard of values
consistent with those of the university itself. This
structure is reinforced through “an atmosphere
conducive to the intellectual, emotional, and moral
development of members” (I.) as well as standards
of “Public Relations,” “Community Service,” and
“Philanthropy1” (II.). It is also extremely important
to note that the article constructs a clear distinction
between “Social” and “Service” organizations.
The loaded barrel of this analysis comes down upon
the “Social” organizations, specifically. The ‘Social
Greek-letter Organizations’ under the National
Interfraternity Conference (IFC) and National
Panhellenic Conference (NPC) exist as entities
whose primary benefits are those conferred from
inclusion within politically constructed, exclusive,
peer-regulated communities. Its intent is to show
that the ultimate goal within these organizations lies
within the construction of a synthetic, transcendent
kinship. The bonds that form this kinship are tied
to sets of shared ideals and serve to bring members
together through a common understanding of what
is socially desirable. This type of understanding
serves as a direct response to and unchecked means
of propagation for the hegemonic ideals associated
with white American ‘dominant discourse,’
including multiple levels of patriarchy and a stunted
understanding of diversity. Within this system, social
spheres are legitimized by the degree to which an
organization is able to reproduce a desirable image.
As the idealized image of the organization becomes
the collective responsibility of its members, a shared
understanding of ultimate (and hence, reduced)
identity ensures the co modification of the individual
and the viral reproduction of the “unexamined
norm” (López, 2006, 21) of white racial identity.

The university maintains an active political
relationship with all of its member fraternities and
sororities. At Syracuse University, for instance,
the “Statement of Relationship Between Syracuse
University and Social or Service Fraternities and
Sororities” serves to “Reaffirm Syracuse University’s
commitment to a strong and visible social or service
fraternity and/or sorority option for students” that
“serves as a source of leadership development and
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Yet, fraternities and sororities assert themselves as
legitimate entities of political representation. The
IFC and NPC each have a (similar) constitution
that outlines the procedures by which respective
governing bodies are created, and how those
governing bodies are to create and enforce policy.
They define the “Scope of Power” (III.) of the IFC
and NPC. The power given to these councils allows
for the political construction of boundaries between
social greek life and greater campus life and serves
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to create “fraternity and sorority communit[ies]”
(I.). These communities serve as the domain where
the policies of governing councils hold jurisdiction.
Potential members are encouraged to “base selection
of a fraternity or sorority organization on personal
lifestyle and values.” The incentive of these
homogenized groups lies in the assertion that a
“fraternity [or] sorority community offers students
unique social opportunities, providing them with
enriching experiences unmatched anywhere else”
(Panhellenic Association Parent’s Manual 2). Thus,
the “unmatched” social experience is advertised as
one existing outside the normal sphere of the campus
community and between those sharing “personal
lifestyle[s] and values.”

that makes humanity “irreducible to a totality”
(Birmingham 87) and asserts that group identity
cannot be “defined in terms of certain inherent
qualities” (Birmingham 95). Reality consists of
being seen and heard by those other than ourselves
(Birmingham 126). Individuality is gained through
an appreciation of others precisely because of their
ability to contribute a new perspective. ‘Diversity’

The image of the traditionally white American
suburbia might come to mind. In these types
of communities, ‘dominant discourses’ are
continuously reinforced so as to assert a sort of
idealized social reality. Scott Fabius Keisling (2005)
describes dominant discourses as the “unquestioned
background assumptions,” discussions, or beliefs that
are popularly held within greater social spheres that
“arise through the social practices, talk, thoughts,
and desires of the people using them” (Keisling
697). For instance, it is a product of dominant
discourse within American thought that college is
the natural and default precursor to a respectable
career. While such a discourse would be difficult
to disagree with entirely, one could argue that it
overly politicizes the entire collegiate journey,
downplaying the critical role that the university
atmosphere can serve for personal intellectual and
moral development. An alternative discourse might
state that college provides the means for individuals
to better critique their world, including themselves,
and that the variously applicable ability to critique
serves invaluably for a career. Whether or not this
competing discourse is correct (if it can in fact be
qualified as such) however, is of little consequence
if the argument is largely ignored by those holding
its dominant counterpart. Thus posits the necessary is thus a process in which the shared differences of
roles both of thinking diversely and appreciating humanity are not only recognized, but appreciated
for their ability to evolve discourse(s). Arendt
diverse thought.
even asserts that violating the principle of plurality
The value of diversity to cultural discourse is constitutes “crime against humanity” (Birmingham
underscored in Peg Birmingham’s (2006) analysis 58). Because of the way that greek social spheres are
of Arendtian philosophy. Birmingham devotes constructed, greeks tend to have friends, relationships
a great deal of space to a discussion of a term that (understood unquestionably with the opposite sex),
Hannah Arendt calls “plurality.” It is this quality and mentors of shared ideological backgrounds. All
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1
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of the influences of thought coming from those most close-knit” group of men or women who exhibit
unlike themselves have been selectively dismissed; homosocial bonding that “includes the prospective
in effect, plurality is exterminated.
members just enough for them to want to be fully
How does this seemingly autonomous self- admitted” (Kiesling 707). If all goes well, a rushee
homogenization occur within social greek spheres? will have imagined a sort of “idealized . . . fictive
If you spend much of your time during the academic kinship” (Handler 241) and will have constructed a
year around campus, you’ve probably already been desire of his or her own to become part of it.
well-exposed to the mechanism behind this process;
it is called recruitment. Informally, recruitment is
always happening. Those thinking about joining an
IFC or NPC organization will juxtapose the image
they have of themselves with the image projected
by the organization to determine ‘compatibility.’
However, the political procedures begin with a ‘rush
week’ in which the college men and women who have
expressed interest in possibly joining a fraternity or
sorority attend scheduled events that are designed
to ‘give a feel for’ normal social behavior within the
specific organization. The rush process continues as
one that constructs a fraternity or sorority as a “very
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‘Bid Day’ marks the transition from choosing
to being chosen. During this event, sororities
and fraternities extend ‘bids’ to a limited number
of individuals that appear “to be a good “fit” with
the existing sisterhood” or brotherhood (I.). “Not
everyone who wants to join receives an invitation
to join, nor does every student receive an invitation
from the organization that they may wish to join”
(I.). It seems strange that Syracuse University, which
prides itself on its student population diversity and
liberal arts curriculum, should continue to maintain
active political ties to same-seeking groups, such
as social greek organizations. It may be possible to
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begin to shed light on this phenomenon by noting
that the University itself has a sort of ‘recruitment’
procedure for regenerating each year’s entering
freshmen. Critical to the recruitment of young men
and women each year is a visible social scene. Social
fraternities and sororities serve as the perfect media
to advertise exceptionally well-connected social
groups within an “academic” milieu.

that violate dominant gendered identity so as to assert
the connecting bonds between pledges as exceptions
to ‘normal’ homosocial limitations. These connections
eventually evolve into the fraternal and sororal bonds
asserted between members of the same ‘pledge class’:
the group of men or women that endured the pledging
process together. Hence, the connections are formed
with an assertion of the importance in the hegemonic
ideals violated during their construction. Since the men
and women recognizing these idealized boundaries see
their brothers/sisters as lying outside of them, the pressure
associated with embodying the ideal masculine/feminine
identity is reduced within the organization. Alleviation
of the high standards of conduct that come with idealized
masculine or feminine identity is socially liberating, and
freedom from self-consciousness is particularly valuable
within the main battleground of social greek life: the party.

Part of the experience of being a ‘freshman’ is imbricated
with treatment by others (including both students and
faculty) as the ‘lowest on the totem pole.’ An analogous
phase occurs within the social greek organization as the
long, arduous process of “shared stress” (Handler 240)
called ‘pledging.’ The fraternal and sororal systems of
pledging differ substantially, and it would be a mistake
to claim that their processes, as well as (de facto) hazing,
aren’t worth analyzing. The psychoanalysis of such
behavior could easily serve as a paper topic in its own
The importance of ‘social functions’ to the greek
right; however, to avoid a distracting tangent, it should community was exemplified in the stir caused in April,
suffice to say that ‘pledging’ involves creating situations
when the Daily Orange displayed on its front page that
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1
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“Emily Thompson, Panhellenic Council president,
notified sorority chapter presidents in a Monday night
e-mail” that “IFC Fraternities are all on social probation
until further notice” (Meliker, IFC A1). This translated
to fraternities losing their right to hold parties or any social
functions. The front page of the following day’s Daily
Orange held that Maggie’s Bar, “a popular establishment
for sorority and fraternity nights,” was raided by police
who confiscated “53 fake IDs - one of the highest numbers
on record for university-area bar raids.” “More than half
of the bar’s patrons were underage” (Meliker, 53 A1).
The raid happened on a Tuesday night (technically,
Wednesday morning). Maggie’s Bar was most certainly
capitalizing on the fact that the demand for the social
environment was abnormally high: the fraternities were
temporarily out of commission. The raid demonstrated,
quite pointedly, that even small social events on
weeknights are politically regulated within the greek
community. Of course, such a desperate state of affairs
could not exist for long, and the social ban was lifted by
Friday so as to properly accommodate for the weekend’s
planned fraternity events.
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However, if a newcomer were to have taken a stroll
down Walnut or Comstock one night that following
weekend, he would have noticed something peculiar:
only the fraternities were having parties. In fact, one
will never find an NPC sorority house crammed full
of sweaty, drunken college kids sloppily dancing to
the newest vapid hip-hop beat on a given weekend.
It seems odd that only the fraternities are hosting
the iconic social gatherings, considering the equal
attendance of both sexes within.
The reason for this is that NPC sororities aren’t
allowed to have parties. Article XVI of the IFC
document entitled ‘Social Policy’ specifically
outlines the “Expectations and Guidelines” of social
functions. It explains “Types of Functions Permitted,”
“Registration Expectations” to document the social
function in advance, expectations for “Monitoring
[of] Events,” and “Service of Alcohol and Food.”
Thus, social events, from small weeknight gatherings
to crammed weekend parties, exist as highly political
constructions. NPC sororities, on the contrary, have
no such article. When I asked Emily Thompson,
via e-mail, about the situation, she told me that
“Panhellenic does not have a social policy like IFC

55

Intertext, Vol. 18 [2010], Art. 1

because Panhellenic sororities are not allowed, by
the National Panhellenic Association, to have any
social events with alcohol.” The fact that NPC
sororities do not host parties is because they do not
hold the political right to have them. However,
since the concept is entirely political, a “Social
Policy” could be constructed if there was enough
support within the NPC. In the words of the Beastie
Boys, “you gotta fight for your right to party.” So
why hasn’t this happened?
It all depends upon a shared conception of
‘feminine’ (and a return to our discussion of dominant
discourse). Throughout his book, Kumar gives a
portrayal of (global) structures in which the woman
remains “the passive subject who is merely the
submissive instrument of degradation.” He devotes
part of his chapter Sex to a “critique . . . aimed at the
relations between men that rely on but nevertheless
exclude women” (Kumar 177). Similarly, Rhoads
(1995) states in the setup of his extended analysis
of a specific social greek fraternity that the focus is
“on structures that reinforce positions of inequality
in which fraternity members maintain power over
. . . women” (Rhoads 310). Rhoads goes on in his
analysis to describe the patriarchy that had saturated
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

the gender relations within the fraternity he had
studied. During the course of his stay, any women
who were hanging around the fraternity and not
actively in relationships with any of the brothers
were assumed to be there for sexual purposes (Rhoads
314). Rhoads terms the phenomenon he finds within
the fraternity as “hostile representations of women.”
One of the brothers in the fraternity had
been studying acknowledged this hostility while
simultaneously shifting the blame in a speech given
to a group of sorority girls. “College men tend to
objectify women,” but women are “just as much at
fault” when “they allow themselves to be treated in
[that] particular manner” (Rhoads 315). By skewing
the subject from fraternity men to “college men,” he
has asserted the action as something of an inherently
male tendency. He also does not take into account
that, because of the basis of the social greek spheres,
fraternities act as a “source of social affirmation
(for women)” (Rhoads 316). This might explain
the reluctance some sisters have to openly protest.
While the brother’s intent may have been honorable,
his argument ultimately holds itself on both male
and female generalizations tied, respectively, to
hegemonic patterns of dominance and submission.
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Sororities exist as responses to fraternities. Many feature of fraternity, “masculine self thus becomes
of the women within the sorority that Lisa Handler the desire to perform successfully the discourses
studies state that they had joined for reasons related to of masculinity.” However, such an identity that is
the “male presence” within the greek system (Handler based upon an idealized frame of dominant discourse
248). In fact, many of the women expressed their desire is difficult, if impossible, to realize. Vulnerability
to join the sorority because of its reputation to house naturally manifests itself in an audience that accepts
sisters that had attracted attractive men (Handler the assertion as both legitimate and unfulfilled
249). Handler concludes that the sorority is set up within themselves. Keisling says that “Desire is most
as an entity for women that serve to “simultaneously simply defined . . . as that which we lack but want”
free themselves from and reinforce gender stereotypes” (Keisling 699). Since fraternities and sororities
(Handler 243). Many of the women within the sorority advertise images of hegemonic gendered identity,
she studies hold a negative and generalized conception they create desire by suggesting it as lacking within
of “women’s nature” such as an inherent view of “women the audience’s own social lives. Hence, the lie grows
as backbiting and catty”. The sisterhood is created as larger, stronger, and more vicious as its self-fulfilling
a response to these stereotypes and means of avoiding policy becomes social normalcy.
them. If normal female friendship is understood as
For millions of Indians in Patna, The Golghar
unfaithful and passive, sorority sisterhood is solidifying served as a constant reminder of vice-ridden politics
and absolute. What comes to exist is a “transcendent”
at the root of unending social poverty. While I may
sisterhood, based on bonds formed that are supposed
not be (physically) starving, I face the despair of dying
exceptions to and “deeper
cultural memory each
than the bonds of other
time I meet the gaze of
HE INHERENT VALUE
friendships”
(Handler
the three (or two) greek
240). It shouldn’t be
letters displayed proudly
OF BROTHERHOOD OR
understood as simply a
on countless blissfully
more intense friendship;
ignorant faces every day.
SISTERHOOD LIES WITHIN
while the sisters are (very)
What I am bothered by
close, their connections
THE COMMUNAL SUPPORT the most within this
exist through the sorority
display is an apparent
as “vowed allegiance to
willful
displacement
OF A SINGULAR IDEAL
a collectivity” (Handler
of identity.
Hannah
241). Much of the social
Arendt calls appearance
focus for the women is the achievement of a sort of within a public sphere “principium.” Arendt asserts
prestige that comes from being invited to fraternity principium to be a primary human right: the right
formal events (Handler 246). Self-worth becomes to assert one’s individual, political representation
established through being valued currency for men within the context of the public (Birmingham 13).
(Handler 247). The value the women hold for each Greeks assert their political presence by ‘wearing
other, while exceptional, could be understood as more their letters’. The two or three greek letters that
political than social.
constitute the title of the organization are frequently

T

.

The ambivalence that fraternity men hold toward
their gender counterparts is rooted in the ‘masculine’
lie that becomes reflected by ‘feminine’ behavior in
the system of normalized political gender relations.
Scott Fabius Kiesling describes this lie as a sort of
idealized masculine identity he observes asserted
in the communication between the brothers of the
fraternity he studies. Kiesling argues that fraternities
tend to reinforce dominant discourses of masculinity
through a process of positively-fed identity
construction. Since masculinity is the defining
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embroidered on a hooded sweatshirt or bag. As one
wears one’s letters, he or she is associating his or
her ‘political self’ (to borrow a term from Syracuse
Professor Laurence Thomas) with the organization.
However, not only is an image lent to those letters,
but one is simultaneously being reproduced. That is,
what a fraternity or sorority member understands as
the image of those letters and, transitively, the core
set of values that the organization claims to represent
becomes the goal of his or her daily presentation.
In order to effectively do this, the individual must
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understand his own identity as a sort of vessel through
which flows a greater representation. The individual
willingly displaces his personal identity because
within the competitive sphere of greek political life
exists social power attributed to collective entities.

political ties to ‘desirable’ sororities/fraternities, as
well as the ability to select ‘more masculine/feminine’
members. In order for the organization to effectively
carry out this social goal, it must be transcribed into
a collectively understood policy.

Since there are limited social resources to be
distributed between greek spheres, individuals within
a greek-letter organization have the responsibility
to reproduce its image. Social resources refer to
‘attractive’ members of both the same and opposite
sex. Rhoads quotes a brother to say that “Fraternity
social status ultimately relates to the attractiveness

Politically asserted social idealization has its own
recurring niche within history. The twentieth century
saw it as a phenomenon most closely tied to nationalism
and its associated homogenizing mentality. The
twenty-first century continues this trend by blending
fundamentalism into the mix. Keisling discusses a
phenomenon he observes within his study that closely

and prestige of the sorority women that a house can
attract and additionally the desirability by students
to be members” (Rhoads 313). Handler finds that
“violations of the sorority’s norms for enacting
gender and sexuality” (Rhoads 249) are seen by the
sisters as “jeopardizing the collective resources of the
sorority” (Rhoads 250). The reputation of the group
isn’t tied to its individuals. Instead, the object of
the group’s reputation is the constructed vessel that
has come to represent the sorority or fraternity itself.
Climbing the greek social ladder involves better

mirrors the patterns of such mentality. He remarks that
members construct unity between each other based
upon a “search for common ground and tacit agreement
on values” (Keisling 717) and a shared vision of “the
greatest” (Keisling 715). Therefore, the inherent value
of brotherhood or sisterhood lies within the communal
support of a singular ideal. As new members join this
collective, their worth is determined by the extent to
which they are capable of supporting and reaffirming the
existing social ideal. Individuals that seek to critique
this vision aren’t welcome as members, especially

https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1
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within the spheres holding the greatest power.
Hence, the poverty and hypocrisy of the politics
that construct the social greek system lie within
their own statically defined borders.

While social greek organizations claim to
support the mission of university education,
they champion an ideal of socialization
inherently incompatible with intellectualism.
Original thought arises through socialization
between individuals that value each other
for their ability to actively respond to nontransparent communication so as to achieve
greater, dynamic perception. Understanding
this process is key to the development of
meaningful personal ideals. The greek social
spheres refute the importance of socialization as
a means, instead confusing it as an end in itself.
Asserting idealized social behavior without
corresponding critical thought is dangerous,
especially as it extends itself beyond life within
the sheltered college campus.
Why, then, does our ‘liberal arts’ institution
continue to support these organizations? It’s
like we’re going in circles. Let us assume,
momentarily, that the college campus exists
as an entity distinctly separate from the real
world. We might be able to understand better
why the University maintains relations with
social greek organizations if we imagine the
outside realm as ‘white suburban American
discourse’ suggests it to be. In this view,
social fraternities and sororities prepare their
members flawlessly for what lies beyond
graduation: the politically regulated social
realm of the default bourgeoisie. The current
‘great recession’ in American (and world)
economics can, in part, be attributed to this
inherently unsustainable mirage. Those who
hold a legitimate representation of it are,
to quote Tyler Durden, the “by-product of a
lifestyle obsession” (Durden 30:05). Such is
the politically-constructed marketplace for
the socially hyperconscious, intellectually
passive, identity consumer.

These “gringos” constitute the normalized,
homogenized, national community that is
“corporate commodity culture” of “mainstream
America” (Kumar 72). The term refers to
what dominant discourse identifies as white
racial identity, an identity that, according to
Ian F Haney López (1996), should not exist.
“Whiteness is contingent, changeable, partial,
inconstant, and ultimately social” (López xiv);
it has been treated as the “unexamined norm”
(López 21) and has been “defined by negation”
(López 27). Thus, “whiteness” has come to
represent a sort of idealized perception of the
pure, US citizen.
The ‘whiteness’ of social greek organization
members exists not in the color of their skin, but
their blind obsession for the linear, normalized
lifestyle of the hegemonic suburban American.
However, even if this ideal has ever existed
in reality, progressive philosophical discourse
ensures that its object is always already changing
(within any or no frame of time). That is, what
once could have been envisioned as a pure
and heroic figure has collapsed to reveal a dark
and uncontrolled beast. If the consumer is the
blood of capitalism, then advertising constitutes
the oxygen that enables its immediate and
continuous function. The beast that is the
‘social greek organization’ draws in this same
air, and has this same blood pumping through
its veins. In a culture in which dominant
identity has become marketable (and profitably
so), the value of the individual is understood in
terms of his predictability.
Appendix A: Take Back the Night

I had the unique privilege to attend (and
photograph) the first hour of 2009’s Take Back
the Night ceremony. Fraternity and Sorority
members at Syracuse were encouraged to
attend as part of the philanthropic obligation
they held to the university. The goals of the
yearly ceremony are to increase “community
awareness of issues of violence against women
and its interrelationship with other forms
“Griego,” which in Spanish means “greek,” of discrimination” and to educate “about
is the root of the word “gringo,” (Kumar 72) the extent and the nature of violence that is
Mexican slang for “[c]itizens of lard-white, systematically used against women to keep
securely male and middle-class, complacently them from becoming powerful, autonomous
heterosexual
America”
(Kumar
135). individuals.” From the beginning, as the
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was clear that much of the importance of the event
to the groups was about asserting their presence to the
other groups. While most of the involved audience
had arrived some time before the event was scheduled,
7:00 marked a procession of colorful greek letters
slowly filling the space between the flag poles. The
social groups remained homogenous. Not only were
the genders autonomously separated, but the specific
organizations themselves socialized strictly within
themselves. The only exceptions I saw were of people
that were not immediately identifiable as greek. As
the four speakers gave speeches, including Chancellor
Cantor, it became obvious that very few within the
predominantly greek audience were motivated to
be present for the content of those brief lectures.
Ironically, the root of much of the gender inequality
being discussed was blatantly evident within the
(intended) audience. Groups socialized openly during
presentations, and a few brothers even joined a soccer
game that had begun in the quad. The only universal
groups of brothers and sisters shuffled into the quad reactions were of applause and “End Violence!” chants
along the catwalks leading to Hendricks Chapel, it that had little to no substantive meaning out of context.
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INTERCULTURAL
COMMUNICATIONS
By Danielle Tomeck
Illustrations by Molly Snee

PROFESSIONAL

& ETHICAL COMMUNICATION IN MEDICINE ACROSS CULTURES

Globalization has had quite an impact on the world of communication.
Effective cross-cultural communication is essential in business,
politics and medicine alike. This report explores the realm of
intercultural communications as it relates to the medical world.

G

lobalization is forcing professionals to change
their ways of thinking and their strategies of
communication. Essentially, globalization is
the economic, societal and cultural integration within
a region. This process is driven by a combination of
economic, technological, sociocultural, political, and
biological factors. As globalization increases cultural
integration, the need for intercultural communication
skills increases. Intercultural communication skills
have a large role in global medical practices and
research. Consequently, medical professionals need
to respond to these changes and acquire effective
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intercultural competence.
Intercultural communication serves a vital role
to prevent the consequences of miscommunication
and misunderstandings, which are detrimental to
medical practices. Effective communication also can
increase ethical practices and aid to avert mistakes
or malpractice.
These days, important decisions in medical
research and clinical practices affect citizens of more
than one nation. The question of whether or not
communication between people of different cultures is
effective, and whether or not all parties emerge with
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the same understanding, is of crucial importance.
Professionals who encounter people from different
cultures should want to learn how to improve their
performance outcomes, and broaden their interpersonal
skills by bettering their intercultural communication
skills. Cultural communication awareness has become
a business in itself as the need increases, and it is the
purpose of this paper to explore this in detail.
Methods
Substantial research was conducted to create a
review of cross-cultural communication in the medical
field. The majority of resources were obtained from
online databases, journal articles and public health
websites. The most valuable and relevant information
on the topic of intercultural communication in
medicine was integrated into this report.
Discussion
The author of Ethnocentrism: A Barrier to
Effective Health Care states, “A breakdown in crosscultural communication and understanding, which
stems from the tendency of health care professionals
to project their own culturally specific values
and behaviors onto the foreign-born patient, has
contributed significantly to non-compliance in this
patient population (Theiderman 1986).” Awareness
of intercultural communication is a necessity for
patient compliance, patient-satisfaction, and overall
ethical medical practices. However, many medical
practitioners are not culture-savvy and therefore,
their effectiveness as clinicians, and the level of
patient care, are sacrificed.
Socio-cultural Barriers:
The American Sign Language Community
A
study
conducted
on
intercultural
communication with patients who use American
Sign Language examined clinician preparedness to
communicate with such patients. ASL is the thirdmost predominantly used language in the United
States (Barnett 2002). The study found that deaf
people and their physicians reported difficulties with
physician-patient communication. Deaf people also
reported fear that their health care is substandard
because of these difficulties. This study concluded
that preparing clinicians to work with patients
and families who communicate in American Sign
Language is the best way to improve quality of
patient care.
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

American Sign Language is different from the
English language, and users of American Sign Language
often have their own sociocultural norms that differ
from those of other cultures. Rules for conversation
structure in the Deaf community differ from those
in the majority culture. Sharing of valuable and
essentially information only can occur when face-toface communication is possible; therefore, important
information is shared early in the conversations.
Socializing occurs after the important business has been
addressed. Also, in the Deaf community, conversation
closing is a long process.
Now, contrast this communication structure
with that of the medical interview, where
physicians often start with conversation to build
their credibility and then move to discussing the
visit agenda. Additionally, the closing a medical
interview is often brief and followed rapidly by
the physician leaving the room. If unrecognized,
these cultural differences in communication styles
can lead to severe miscommunication. Physicians
unaware of the different rules may be frustrated by
their attempts to join with deaf patients (or deaf
parents of patients), who seem to move too quickly
to discuss the topic of the visit. A Deaf person may
be frustrated by the physician’s attempt at rapport
building, which may be experienced as avoidance
or worse. By placing rapport building first, the
physician may be communicating that the topic
is more important than the reason for the visit.
Interview closure may also be frustrating, with the
physician feeling frustrated that the closure is taking
too long and the Deaf person feeling frustrated that
the closure is too brief. Moving rapport building
toward the end of the medical interview may work
better with deaf patients.
Effective Use of Professional Interpreters
Perhaps, in addition to learning how to better
communicate with patients and families across cultures,
students and residents can learn how to collaborate
with interpreters and how low cultural literacy
impacts physician-patient communication. The use of
interpreters to facilitate communication across cultural
barriers is one useful tool to improve cross-cultural
communication. Interpreters are important for both
the physician and the patient.
Unfortunately, one disadvantage of using an
interpreter is that the patient often assumes the majority
of the risk related to poor outcomes resulting from
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ineffective communication when quality interpreter
services are not used. A professional translating
company, called Trusted Translators Incorporated,
states, “Our professional translators are native
speakers and qualified linguists who make sure that
your translations are accurately translated, conveying
the correct message in the desired tone” (Translation
Services 2009). According to the American Sign
Language study, accuracy of translation is one of the

detail ways to effectively utilize an interpreter, listing
that it is important to, “let the interpreter know of
any major issues or goals for the upcoming session….
Let the interpreter brief you on her method, which is
usually first-person and consecutive” (How to Use an
Interpreter Effectively 2009). First person interpretation
means that the interpreter repeats “I” statements made
by either the clinician or patient. Also, typically the
interpreter will convey each party’s tone and emotion,
and will clarify that she is
inserting her own opinion if
necessary and appropriate. A
consecutive
interpretation
means that one party will talk,
and then the interpreter will
talk, interpreting what was
just said. The University of
Washington Medical Center
indicates that this style is
more effective in a health
care setting than simultaneous
interpretation, which can cause
sensory overload for the persons
listening. It is important, when
using a translating service,
to recognize that thought
and meaning may get lost in
translation and that the Englishlanguage is not universal.
However, if the proper etiquette
is used, interpreters can be a
very efficient component in any
aspect of medicine.

Reliability of Translation
A study conducted in the
Netherlands, investigated the
effectiveness of an English-based
VISA-P medical evaluation
translated into Dutch. The
VISA-P is an English-language,
self-administered
test
developed in Australia to
most important parts of translating, which is often
monitor rehabilitation and to evaluate the outcomes
sacrificed when not using quality translating services.
Similarly, The University of Washington’s Medical of clinical studies. The questionnaire evaluates the
Center website states that professional interpreters are severity of symptoms, knee function, and the ability
a very important resource in the medical world, because to play sports in athletes with patellar tendonitis. The
they are often the quickest and easiest way to solve the focus of this study was to translate the questionnaire
issue of cross-cultural communication. Therefore, it is into Dutch and to study the reliability and validity
of utmost importance that the interpreter comes from of the Dutch version. The results showed that the
a credible translating company. The website goes on to translated Dutch version of the VISA-P questionnaire
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is equivalent to its original version, has satisfactory
test-retest reliability and is a valid instrument for
evaluating symptoms, knee function and the ability to
play sports for Dutch athletes with patellar tendonitis
(Zwerver 2009). A similar study found the same
results when translating the VISA-P to
Swedish (Frohm 2004).
Similarly, The Falls Efficacy
Scale is an inventory that
measures a patient’s fear and
risk of falling. The FES-I is an
English-based test, but has
been successfully translated
into
many
different
languages (Ruggiero 2009).
Studies
conducted
on
the validity of the Italian,
German and Dutch versions
of this test have all been
proven effective (Dias. 2006).
In all of the studies conducted
on translation validity and reliability,
the researchers stressed the importance of
accurate translation and attribute their findings to
following the recommended international translation
guidelines. These findings stress the importance
of cultural competence and effective cross-cultural
communication, because if executed correctly, cultural
barriers will not burden medical care.
Ethnocentrism
Lia Lee was a three-month-old Hmong child with epilepsy.
Her doctors prescribed a complex regimen of medication
designed to control her seizures. However, her parents
felt that the epilepsy was a result of Lia “losing her soul”
and did not give her medication as indicated because of the
complexity of the drug therapy and the adverse side effects.
Instead, they did everything logical in terms of their
Hmong beliefs to help her. They took her to a clan leader
and shaman, sacrificed animals and bought expensive
amulets to guide her soul’s return. Lia’s doctors felt her
parents were endangering her life by not giving her the
medication so they called Child Protective Services and
Lia was placed in foster care. Lia was a victim of a
misunderstanding between these two cultures that were
both intent on saving her. The results were disastrous: a
close family was separated and Hmong community faith
in Western doctors was shaken (Cultural Competency in
Medicine, 2009).
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

Differences in cultural beliefs are also roadblocks
in research and clinical practices in the medical world.
Cultural sensitivity, and knowledge of different
cultural beliefs, also contributes to more efficient
cross-cultural communication, however, due
to a lack of cultural competence, often
practitioners react with only their
own cultural ideals in mind.
Cultural competence is an
essential component of health
care education. A study
published in The Journal
of Allied Health explored
the
development
of
cultural competence in 14
physical therapy students
during their final 23
weeks of clinical education
experiences (Hillard 2008).
A mixed methods design was
used to quantitatively measure
and qualitatively describe cultural
adaptability as an indicator of cultural
competence.
The subjects completed the
Cross-Cultural Adaptability Inventory at the end
of their curriculum and again at the end of their
clinical education experiences. Qualitatively, four
themes emerged that described students’ cultural
encounters with patients, families, and co-workers:
1) recognizing cultural descriptors, 2) consideration
of feelings, values, attitudes and beliefs, 3) effective
communication to break down barriers, and 4)
awareness of strategies for current and future
cross-cultural practice. This study concluded that
clinical cultural encounters are important in the
progression toward cultural competence in physical
therapy students. Changes in attitude appear
to be the key to effective cultural encounters
as students learn to communicate and connect
with anyone perceived to be different from them.
Similarly cultural differences can make it difficult
to diagnose medical issues. A study conducted on
patient care found that many minority group patients
who attend primary health care are depressed. To
identify a depressive state when practitioners see
patients from other cultures than their own can be
difficult because of cultural and gender differences in
expressions and problems of communication. The
study aimed to explore and analyze how general
practitioners think and deliberate when seeing and
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treating patients from foreign countries that display
potential depressive features. Three themes emerged
from the investigation: “Realizing the background”,
“Struggling
for
clarity”
and
“Optimizing
management”. The study concludes that dialogue
about patients’ illness narratives and social context
are crucial. There is a great need for multicultural,
general practice care in the depressive spectrum. It
is also essential to be aware of practitioner’s own
conceptions in order to avoid stereotypes and not to
under- or overestimate the occurrence of depressive
symptoms (Lehti 2009).
Cross-Cultural Communication in Curriculum
The contemporary American society is much
more diverse in race, culture, language, religion,
and ethnicity than ever before. Although scientific,
evidence-based models increasingly guide health
care, individual patients are increasingly seeking
health care that addresses their personal beliefs
and needs. Physicians must develop the knowledge
and the skills to engage patients from different
cultures and to understand the beliefs and the
values of those cultures. If physicians focus only
on a narrowly defined biomedical approach to the
treatment of disease they will often misunderstand
their patients, miss valuable diagnostic cues, and
experience higher rates of patient noncompliance
with therapies. Such miscommunication will also
result in greater patient dissatisfaction and more
malpractice suits. Physicians who actively seek
to understand their patients’ cultures will find
their simple efforts amply rewarded by improved
patient access to health care, increased patient
satisfaction, and greater clinical effectiveness.
In medicine, an over-arching theme is the
importance of adequate and effective communication
skills. The field of cross-cultural communication
focuses on the ability to communicate effectively
and provide quality health care to patients from
diverse sociocultural backgrounds.
In recent
years, medical schools in the United States have
increased recognition of the growing importance for
incorporating cross-cultural curricula into medical
education. Cross-cultural medical education in the
United States has emerged for four reasons: 1) the
need for providers to have the skills to care for a
diverse patient population, 2) the link between
effective communication and health outcomes, 3)
the presence of racial/ethnic disparities that are, in
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part, due to poor communication across cultures,
and 4) medical school accreditation requirements.
Studies show that there are three major approaches
to cross-cultural education that has been developed:
1) cultural sensitivity and awareness approaches that
focus on attitude, 2) multicultural and categorical
approaches that focus on knowledge, and 3) crosscultural approaches that focus on skill levels. The
patient-based approach to cross-cultural care combines
these three concepts into a structure that can be utilized
to care for any patient, at anytime, anywhere. This
should be taught using patient cases and highlighting
clinical applications and it should be integrated into
the larger curriculum whenever possible.
A 2006 national survey of pediatric clerkship
directors revealed that only 25% taught cultural
competence, but 81% expressed interest in a
validated cultural competence curriculum (Mihalic
2009). Since 2006, there has been an increase in
the percentage of programs that teach cultural
competence as a part of their curriculum. Educators
and clinicians at Harvard Medical School have tried
to apply all of these lessons to their work, and have
started to develop a strategic integration process in
attempt to raise awareness, impart knowledge, and
teach cross-cultural skills to medical students over
the four years of schooling (Betancourt 2009).
A growing number of medical school programs offer
immersion opportunities for their students. A Director
of International Medical education at UMASS
Medical School states that, “Students learn language
and [cross-cultural] skills they can use in a U.S.
practice by experiencing cultures and medical practices
in their indigenous settings “(Cultural Immersion
Medical Education 2008). First-hand experience with
different cultures is an enormous step toward cultural
competency in the medical world.
Conclusion
A generation ago, the experience of
practicing medicine across cultural lines was
far less common than it is today. The everincreasing rate of globalization is forcing medical
professionals to change their ways of thinking and
communication. Cross-cultural communication
skills play a large role in global medical practices
and research. Consequently, medical and research
professionals need to respond to these changes
and acquire effective intercultural competency
and communication skills.
65

Intertext, Vol. 18 [2010], Art. 1

Works Cited
Barnett M.D, S. (2002). Cross-cultural Communication With Patients Who Use American Sign Language.
Family Medicine, 34(5), 1-7.
Betancourt JR, Cervantes MC. (2009). Cross-cultural medical education in the United States: key principles and
experiences. Kaohsiung J Med Sci. 25(9),471-8. (2009).
Community sign language classes. Retrieved from http://www. scsdb.k12.sc.us/outreach/images/InterpreterClinicS.gif (2009).
Cultural Competency in Medicine. Retrieved from http://www.amsa.org/programs/gpit/cultural.cfm (2008).
Cultural Immersion Medical Education. www.umassmed.edu/WorkArea/linkit.aspx?LinkIde...
Dias N, Kempen GI, Todd CJ, Beyer N, Freiberger E, Piot-Ziegler C, Yardley L, Hauer K. (2006). The German
version of the Falls Efficacy Scale-International Version (FES-I)]. Z Gerontol Geriatr.
Frohm A, Saartok T, Edman G, Renström P. (2004). Psychometric properties of a Swedish translation of the
VISA-P outcome score for patellar tendinopathy. BMC Musculoskelet Disord. 5:49
Hilliard MJ, Rathsack C, Brannigan P, Sander AP. (2008). Exploring the cultural adaptability of doctoral entrylevel physical therapist students during clinical education experiences. J Allied Health. 37(3),199-220. (2009,
April 29).
How to Use an Interpreter Effectively. Retrieved from http://uwmedicine.washington.edu/Facilities/
UWMedicalCenter/InterpreterServices/howtouseaninterpretereffectively.htm
Kumkum, t. (2009). Anthropology - nature of work, employment avenues. Retrieved from http://images.google.
com/imgres?imgurl=http://images/mediadata/images/1253009933phpL0SazJ.jpeg&imgrefurl=http://www.
shiksha.com/getArticleDetail/273/Anthropology&tbnh=96&tbnw=145&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dcross%2Bc
ultural%2Bcommunication%2Bin%2Bmedicine%26hl%3Den%26um%3D1
Lehti A, Hammarström A, Mattsson B. (2009) Recognition of depression in people of different cultures: a
qualitative study. BMC Fam Pract. 10:53
Mihalic AP, Morrow JB, Long RB, Dobbie AE. (2009). A validated cultural competence curriculum for US
pediatric clerkships. Patient Educ Couns.
Ruggiero C, Mariani T, Gugliotta R, Gasperini B, Patacchini F, Nguyen HN, Zampi E, Serra R, Dell’Aquila G,
Cirinei E, Cenni S, Lattanzio F, Cherubini A. (2009). Validation of the Italian version of th e falls efficacy scale
international (FES-I) & the short FES-I in community-dwelling older persons. Arch Gerontol Geriatr.
Theiderman, SB (1986). Ethnocentrism: a barrier to effective health care. The Nurse Practitioner, 11(8),
Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/entrez?Db=pubmed&Cmd=Search&Term=%22Thieder
man%20SB%22%5BAuthor%5D&itool=EntrezSystem2.PEntrez.Pubmed.Pubmed_ResultsPanel.Pubmed_
DiscoveryPanel.Pubmed_RVAbstractPlus doi: 3748480 (2009).
Translation Services. Retrieved from http://wwwtrustedtranslations.com/translation-services/
Zwerver J, Kramer T, van den Akker-Scheek I. (2009). Validity &reliability of the Dutch translation of the
VISA-P questionnairefor patellar tendinopathy. BMC Musculoskelet Disord. 11;10:102.
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

PAGE 65 66

et al.: Intertext 2010 — Complete Issue

suicide

Embracing the 21st Century
Smoking Culture

CIGARETTE
By Kate Nigosanti
Photos by Mackenzie Reiss

“T HE

PUBLIC HEALTH AUTHORITIES NEVER MENTION

THE MAIN REASON MANY

A MERICANS

HAVE FOR

SMOKING HEAVILY, WHICH IS THAT SMOKING IS A

FAIRLY SURE , FAIRLY HONORABLE FORM OF SUICIDE ,”
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reads the preface of the first book I ever read by
Kurt Vonnegut. I was fourteen and had been
moderately depressed for four or five years.
It would be another six years before I started
receiving treatment for my depression, and in
those six years I would take up the habit myself.
It was my best friend who gave me my first
cigarette, nine months after she attempted to
commit suicide by overdosing on anti-depressants.
After she woke up in a hospital and was put in
therapy, she switched to committing suicide by
cigarette. It’s slower that way, but not as taboo.

the port-a-potty and caught her sneaking a smoke.
She told me she thought I’d be mad, but I had
already been thinking of starting myself, so I told
her it was cool. When she found that out, she
offered me one. We sat on the curb in the boiling
sun because all the shady spots had been taken.
The cigarette felt awkward between my fingers. I
watched her to make sure I was holding it right.
I don’t think I inhaled. I was scared of coughing
and giving away to all the passer-bys I was new to
the art. When we finished, she taught me how
to flick the butt like a pro. What you do is rest it
sideways on your thumb and roll it back with your
middle finger until you get to a strong flicking
position and then watch it fly.

The two of us had arrived in Coney Island midmorning for the free music festival that was going
on that day. It was both of our first visits to the
There’s a difference between smoking in the
New York City neighborhood, and the first thing
city and smoking in the suburbs. The city feels
we learned about it was that there was hardly any
so dirty, the nasty act of
shade anywhere. At the
smoking seems to fit right
end of July in an urban
Y EYE FELL ON THE in. But my middle-class
heat island, you want to be
suburban neighborhood
in either air-conditioning
in Connecticut feels
SMOOTH SLENDER
or shade. The closest airso proper and civilized
conditioned space we had
that
smoking
there
CANCER STICKS AS
access to was back on the
seems taboo and almost
subway, and there were
nauseating. So after I
A WAY TO CREATE
only a few shady areas—
started the pastime that
the cramped arcade, the
THAT FUN CONCERT day in Coney Island, I only
umbrella tables in front
kept it up if I was hanging
of snack shops (which
ATMOSPHERE WHEN I around downtown, which
were for customers only),
has that dirty city-like
and the narrow edges
COULDN T GO
atmosphere, or attending
under the buildings with
outdoor concerts.
overhanging roofs. We
spent all the money we could afford in the arcade.
In middle school and high school, going to
We milked our spots at the umbrella tables for concerts was pretty much the only thing that
as long as our ice cream lasted. We sat on the got me excited. The wild, laid back, let loose
concrete against the wall of every building with atmosphere of a rock concert was such a departure
an overhanging roof we could find until our asses from my suffocating, conservative home and school
started to hurt. We were still hot. We didn’t life that I attributed everything about concerts
know any of the bands performing at the festival. with fun and happiness. That meant, along with
We weren’t too impressed by any of them. But the loud music and dancing, drinking and drugs were
only thing we could think of was the heat, so our things to be savored. My first encounters with
critical skills might have been biased.
the various worlds of drugs, like those of chewing
I didn’t know she smoked until I came out of tobacco, marijuana, nitrous, ecstasy, shrooms and
acid, were at concerts. But they seemed both more
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dangerous and more inaccessible than cigarettes at
first, so my eye fell on the smooth, slender cancer
sticks as a way to create that fun concert atmosphere
when I couldn’t go to a concert.
If marijuana can really be considered a gateway
drug, so should cigarettes. I don’t know very many
people who smoke weed who didn’t smoke cigarettes
first, and I can say for certain, I would have never
accepted a joint if I didn’t already know what a
cigarette was like. The act of smoking weed in the
form of a joint or a blunt is not much different than
smoking a cigarette. Then after you taste how much
sweeter it is than nicotine, you’re ready to try new
methods of smoking weed, like out of bowls or bongs
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or hookahs. Then after weed doesn’t do all those
awful things to you that your anti-drug class preached
it would, you’re ready to try the harder stuff, which is
in easier reach to you now that you have marijuana
connections.
I snorted cocaine for the first time with one of my
smoker friends. After each line, we went out on his
porch to smoke a cigarette to cover up the rancid taste
of the coke dripping down into our throats. I know
some people who gave up cigarettes once they got into
pot or coke, but most continue smoking cigarettes.
Cigarettes are legal, and therefore more convenient
to buy and do in public. And even though smoking
is banned inside all public places now, you can usually
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find a nice smoking spot outside near the door with a
considerate ashtray welcoming your stay.

way, more than an exclusive, contaminated way.
Location, location, location.

The one time I felt embarrassed smoking in
public was when I was at the airport. It was either
Washington-Dulles or Sao Paulo-Guarulhos, and I
was on my way to Rio de Janeiro. They had this
little “smoking lounge” set up in the middle of two
terminals that looked more like a high security
prison cell or a human zoo cage than a lounge. I felt
like I was on display in a freak show inside that tiny
glass room. I remember seeing a smoking lounge
in an airport once that was extended off the side of
the building like an enclosed glass balcony. Now,
that would have felt special in an exclusive, VIP

I smoked more in the one week I was in Rio de
Janeiro than in a typical month in the States. In
the same way smoking fits in better in a city than
in a suburb, smoking fits in better when you’re in a
foreign country. It’s the same concept as the saying
that “people do stupid things in foreign countries.”
As a foreigner, your whole lifestyle is shook up and
spun around. You’re free of your daily routine and
usual stresses and New Year’s resolutions. The fresh
stamp in your passport is a license to be someone
else. One of the guys in my group in Rio bought
a pack of cigarettes after not smoking for two years
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in the States. When he told me he wasn’t a regular
smoker, I asked him why he was smoking now. “I
think it makes me look cool,” was his response, as we
passed beautiful Brazilian girls on the Copacabana
Beach boardwalk. He was serious, too.
In my many encounters with smokers over
the years, I’ve become enlightened on the infinite
number of reasons people have for smoking, which
most non-smokers will never realize. My parents, for
example, always have and always will consider it a

disgusting habit and nothing more. “Don’t you know
it’s bad for you?” In the United States, Christian
morality has become embedded in the mainstream
notions of right and wrong, good and evil. It is right
and good to take care of your body, which houses
your soul, the eternal part of you, which is supposed
to want to go to heaven. Smoking has been proven
to have a negative effect on your physical health,
and therefore it is wrong and evil. Simple as that.
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But I know of another philosophy that is just
as simple, yet makes an almost opposite claim. I
became fascinated with eastern religions when I first
learned they existed in my World History class in
high school. Maybe it was my disenchantment with
the Catholic Church I was brought up in that was
leaving my spiritual nature unfulfilled, which made
me immerse myself so completely in eastern religions.
I was in love with my public library at the time, and
I ate up all their books on Hinduism, Buddhism,
Sikhism, Jainism, Zen, Confucianism and Taoism.

The concepts shifted my whole perspective on life.
The one that intrigued me the most was Taoism.
Most people may not be familiar with Taoist
philosophy, but I’ll bet they have heard of the yin
yang symbol. It’s a symbol that has come to be
casually tattooed on drunken forearms and carelessly
scribbled in the margins of notebooks, its true
meaning unbeknownst to the artists. But the concept
it represents presents an intriguing challenge to
71
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Christian morality. Instead of good being superior to
evil, Taoist philosophy teaches a balance of the two
being necessary for harmony. That’s why the black
and white sides of the yin yang symbol are equal in
size and shape, and overlap each other’s side. There
is also a little bit of black in the white and a little
bit of white in the black, which suggests nothing is
wholly good or wholly evil. What I love
about Taoist philosophy is that it truly
takes to heart that everything is indeed
subjective. And that which is “evil” may
be pleasing and acceptable in order to
achieve a harmonious balance.

even get through a whole movie without him
stepping outside for a smoke, and it would always be
the first thing on his mind after sex.
He had the greatest front porch, though. It
was screened in and wrapped around one side of
the house. There were always plenty of chairs and
plenty of emptied flower pots for ashtrays. His

Once you begin to consider that
concept seriously, it makes a lot of sense
and everything begins to click into place.
You realize experiences are only good or
bad in the moment, but afterward they
are all just learning experiences and
memory makers. This is why Taoists see
even the worst situations as worthy of
being embraced. This, however, creates
paradoxes. For example, if Taoists have
such an unrestrained love for all of life’s
tricks and treats, why would one want
to commit suicide by cigarette? Well,
I’m not a Taoist and I don’t want to
commit suicide, so I can’t answer that
question. But I will say that paradoxes
are nothing to be afraid of, and neither is
hypocrisy. I hated most of the poetry my
high school English teacher forced upon
us, but one line has always stuck with
me. It was written by Walt Whitman:
“Do I contradict myself? Very well
then, I contradict myself. I am large. I
contain multitudes.” With that in mind,
I suppose I sometimes am a Taoist and I
wouldn’t mind dying from cigarettes.
But I assume most smokers, at least
here in the States, are not Taoists, yet
they can still find rationales to continue
smoking in this moral Christian society. I dated an
Iraq veteran a while back who didn’t start smoking
heavily until he was in the army. I knew him three
years after he had come back from Iraq and his
smoking hadn’t slowed down at all. We couldn’t
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

favorite phrase was “salty bastard,” which is how he
described pretty much all of his veteran buddies. He
had the sexiest deep raspy voice, too. I could listen
to him ramble on about politics or his hard-ass life
philosophy for hours. But he was always running
out of cigarettes. He’d smoke up all of mine too
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MY

FATHER SMOKED CAMEL CIGARETTES AND
HE KNEW MANY TRICKS AND GAMES WHICH
HE SHOWED US WITH THE PACKAGES. HOW
MANY PYRAMIDS WERE THERE? COUNT THEM.
CAMEL CIGARETTES WERE MAGIC CIGARETTES.
without offering to pay me back and then he’d be
off to the neighbors to bum some since there were
no convenience stores in the vicinity, and he didn’t
have a car. One time he told me about how his dad
once calculated all the money he’d save each year if
he didn’t buy cigarettes and beer every day. I don’t
remember the exact amount, but it was significant
though, but he just laughed it off and said, “I’d rather
smoke and drink it away.”
No matter how much they raise the tax on
cigarettes, smokers will buy them. It’s a necessity.
I would seriously rather run out of milk or clean
underwear than cigarettes. And you can’t make
us feel bad about it either. One cashier said to me
once, “That’ll be $7.55 for the cancer sticks.” I just
looked him in the eye, gave him the money, smiled
and thanked him.

brands and didn’t know where to start. The wall of
cigarettes behind the cash registers at drugstores
can be quite intimidating to the unacquainted. You
don’t want to stare and examine all the different
names and sizes and colors with the cashier standing
right there.
I branched out to Camels eventually, though,
when I was getting bored with getting the same thing
all the time. I’ve always been one to try something
new at a restaurant, even if there’s one particular
menu item that never fails to satisfy me. Plus, when
I was talking to one of my smoker friends about
brands, he said only black people smoke Newports.
I had never heard that, but my best friend was half
black and none of my white, Asian or Hispanic
friends smoked Newports. Not that that bothered
me much, but it was something to think about.

Ever since a traumatic experience in the third
grade, I have been very sensitive to race issues. Up
until that point, I had thought of race in terms of
black and white, and I knew I wasn’t black and my
dad was white and all my friends were white, so I
assumed I fit in the white category. It was Black
History Month and to demonstrate what segregation
“What do you mean?”
used to be like, my teacher actually called out the
“You got the most expensive kind they had! My names of the minority students in the class, one by
mom only pays five-something for her Marlboros.”
one, and made them sit in the back of the room.
“Yeah, but Marlboros are nasty. I’m a Camel When she called my name, my first reaction was
shock, then confusion. She must have made a
girl.”
mistake. Doesn’t she know I’m half white? But they
Camels were only the second brand I tried, too, were all waiting for me to get up, so I did and made
but they’ve become my go-to brand ever since. My my walk of shame to the back of the room where
best friend started me out on Newports that fateful a black girl and a Puerto Rican boy sat at the tiny
day in Coney Island. I smoked those for months table, and my confusion turned to a burning anger
afterward because I didn’t know anything about other that was so loud inside me, I didn’t even hear what
Most smokers are very loyal to their brand, too,
so we wouldn’t even switch to a cheaper kind if
the taxes increase a lot. The other day when I was
buying a pack with my roommate, she said to me
after we left, “I don’t know, but you need to find a
cheaper brand of cigarettes.”
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she had to say about segregation.
After years of trying to come to terms with both my
minority status and my biraciality, I now feel a certain
connection and a real appreciation for other minorities.
But I also cannot deny my whiteness, and the whole
issue becomes another balancing act like that of the yin
yang symbol. It is not one that comes easy.

got the white cops on their side. I sat watching the
whole incident, feeling like an outsider, wondering
if I should do something, say something, use my
experiences to unite black and white, but all I did
was take another swig.

I have a million stories like that of noticing
blatant color prejudices. It is a problem with a
I will never forget one Saturday summer night long and complex history, and more opinions and
spent with my blond-haired, blue-eyed German perspectives than the usual controversial topic. But
Prince Charming in his small hometown of high- my experiences have taught me to never participate
in color prejudices and I therefore would never give
school dropouts. We sat on his brother’s porch,
up Newports solely because of their association with
smoking, drinking, listening to Eminem, having a
good time with all his white trash friends. Around African Americans. So my switch to Camels was
never about turning my back on Newports. I just
midnight, a group of black, high-school aged kids
came into view and started taunting us. Apparently, wanted to try something new.
My other reason for trying Camels came from
this wasn’t the first time, and my badass boyfriend
and one of his buddies started talking back, dropping a novel by one of my two favorite writers, Charles
the N-word left and right. The battle of words grew Bukowski (the other being Kurt Vonnegut, of course).
louder and attracted the attention of the local cops. The novel is Ham on Rye, which I consistently cite
When they showed up, the black kids walked away as both the funniest and most depressing book I’ve
fast, but my boyfriend and his buddy walked right up ever read. In the first chapter, he describes the allure
to the cops and explained their side of the story and of Camel cigarettes, which would forever stay with me

https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

PAGE 73 74

et al.: Intertext 2010 — Complete Issue

whenever I look at a Camel package.

’

smoker, or a group of smokers
taking a cigarette break outside
the bowling alley or wherever, the
smoking culture is a topic akin to
sports and the weather, one that is
an appropriate conversation starter
with strangers.

I M ONE TO
My father smoked Camel
cigarettes and he knew many
EMBRACE BOTH
tricks and games which he showed
us with the packages of Camel
EXTREMES
cigarettes. How many pyramids
I M A TAOIST
were there? Count them. We
would count them and then he
But just as smoking works as
REMEMBER
would show us more of them.
a socializing tool, it can also work
There were also tricks about the
as an anti-social tool. Along with
humps on the camels and about the written words
seeing an individual counselor for my depression,
on the package. Camel cigarettes were magic
I also participate in a group therapy for anxiety.
cigarettes.
In that group, I’ve confessed to going for a
cigarette break to avoid certain social situations.
My favorite Camel variety has become the
The therapist leading the group called that a
Turkish Silvers, which come in an exquisitely
“distraction” from my anxiety issues, which is
beautiful package and taste so smooth and delicate;
robbing me of new learning experiences that will
they have an aura of royalty. I still buy Newports
eventually alleviate my social anxiety.
every once and while, however, out of nostalgia
maybe, which greatly contrasts with my Turkish
The first day I took anti-depressants, my
Silvers. Newports are infamous for their strong,
chest was bursting with this uncontrollable
nervousness. I had actually quit smoking for two
harsh flavor, and the packaging is perhaps the
months prior to that day because I was trying
plainest of all cigarette packagings. But I’m one to
out Marlboros and their downright nastiness
embrace both extremes. I’m a Taoist, remember?
turned me off the whole habit completely. But
I still get a raised eyebrow, though, when an
smoking was the only thing I could think of that
experienced smoker sees me pull out a Newport.
would calm the totally intolerable nervousness
I give cigarettes to the homeless sometimes. I
in my chest. So I bought a pack of Newports
rarely ever have change on me, so I offer them
and they worked just as I expected. I never quit
a cigarette instead, which they are always very
again after that.
grateful to accept. Cigarettes are good at curbing
Smoking may be a distraction,
hunger pangs, after all. Last week I offered
one to a heavy-set black lady, who
an expensive habit, a health risk,
looked surprised when I, a rich lighta gateway drug, wrong and
skinned college student, took out my
evil, and taboo in the 21st
pack of Newports. “You smoke the
century, but it’s a lifestyle I
have embraced and have
same kind as me!”
become quite fond of. I’m
Smoking works as an
no Sheryl Crow fan, but
immediate connection and
one of her songs preaches
easy conversation starter
a philosophy I couldn’t
between strangers like
agree with more: “If it
that.
Whether it’s
makes you happy, it can’t
someone
bumming
be that bad.”
a
cigarette
or
Simple as that.
borrowing a lighter
from a fellow

’
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the

LOCAL

FOOD

Why buying food locally
is better for our health,
our environment, and
our community.

solution

By Anna Kahkoska
Photos by
Anna Kahkoska,
Raymond Lapena,
and Lisa Bondi

A

s
Americans,
we feel strongly
about our food.
We like to know the ingredients and the nutritional
information. We like to
know when to eat it by,
how to prepare it, and the
recommended amount to
eat. However, there are
two important questions
that we usually fail to ask
about our food: Where
does it come from? How
did it get to us? Since the
globalization of the pro-
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duce market after World
War II, most of the food
available in grocery stores
and super markets today is
not “local” food. In 2001,
an estimated 39 percent of
fruits, 12 percent of vegetables, 40 percent of lamb,
and 78 percent of fish and
shellfish that Americans
ate was produced in other
countries (Pirog & Benjamin, 2003, p. 8). In fact,
the produce available in an
average United States grocery store travels nearly
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1,500 miles between the original farm
and our refrigerators (“The Issues: Buy
Local,” 2008).

T

he economic theory of global foods
calls for each separate region to
specialize in the commodities that
can be produced most efﬁciently and
inexpensively. Each region can then
trade their unique commodities globally
and purchase other regions’ products
for local use (Norberg-Hodge & Gorlick,
2008). Yet, because one area focuses
on producing a single crop or livestock,
Rich Pirog (2004) describes the system
as encouraging “a separation between
land and people, between farm and city,
and plant/animal growth and human ob-

Most Americans are
not even conscious of
the ways in which the
globalization of food
affects them. Either
misinformed, uninspired,
or limited in resources,
Americans have lost
grasp of the consequences of their food
choices.
servation” (p, 2). Most Americans are
not even conscious of the ways in which
the globalization of food affects them,
and they continue to support the international food market every day. Either
misinformed, uninspired, or limited in
resources, Americans have essentially
lost grasp of the consequences of their
food choices; by choosing locally grown
food, we can invest in and improve the
environment, the local economy, and our
personal health.
The rise in the global food market has
had tremendous impacts on the Earth. Industrial farms create a great demand for
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petroleum. The Institute of Science and
Society reports that 17 percent of petroleum demand in the US goes towards industrial “mega-farms” for crop production
and transportation, producing fertilizer and
pesticides, and processing food to increase
shelf life (Sweely, 2008). In more intimate
farming situations, these sources of petroleum are limited or entirely non-existent.
Therefore, the most obvious environmental
destruction is related to the consumption of
petroleum and its harmful emissions, notably in the ways that food is transported great
distances. Food transportation represents
over 20 percent of all commodity transport
in the United States, and it results in more
than 120 million tons of carbon dioxide and
greenhouse gas emissions every year. In
the atmosphere, these materials contribute
to air pollution, global warming and acid
rain. (“The Issues: Buy Local,” 2008). Pete
Anderson, a University of Wisconsin-Madison lecturer in nutritional sciences, believes
that eating food produced “as locally as
possible” is the most important step that
we can take to reduce energy expenditure
and carbon dioxide output (Evans, 2008, p.
5). Locally grown food does not need to
travel nearly as far from farm the market,
so signiﬁcan signiﬁcantly less greenhouse
gases are emitted in its transportation.
Further, since most produce is largely
composed of water, it requires constant refrigeration to prevent spoilage (Evans, 2008,
p. 7). This refrigeration requires extra energy, emitting more carbon dioxide into the
atmosphere. As the time between harvest
and shelving increases, larger amounts of
paper and plastic packaging are needed to
keep food fresh, which eventually becomes
un-recyclable waste (“The Issues: Buy Local,” 2008). Locally grown food does not
require excessive refrigeration or packaging, reducing both carbon dioxide output
and trash in landﬁlls across the nation.
The farming methods characteristic to global industrial farms are directly
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1
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harmful to the Earth. Often, in an attempt to produce massive amounts of one crop, global farms
create giant monocultures, cultivating a single
organism over a great area and reducing the biodiversity of the land. These monocultures can exhaust the soil’s nutrients, eventually forcing these
large farms to completely abandon the exhausted
land (Norberg-Hodge & Gorlick, 2008). Although
this way of producing food is devastating to the
ecology of an area, Michael Pollan (2009) renowned author, activist, and professor, points out
that unfortunately “‘ecologically’ is no longer the
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operative standard… [because] time is money,
and yield is everything” (p. 804). Industrial farms
make a proﬁt by producing large quantities of
food, not by protecting the biodiversity of the land.
These large specialized farms also require
massive input of pesticides, herbicides and
chemical fertilizers that – besides being dangerous to human health – erode soil, chemically and
ecologically alter waterways, deoxygenate large
bodies of water, and poison the surrounding ecosystems (Norberg-Hodge & Gorelick, 2008). Pol-
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lan (2009) maintains that the ﬂood of synthetic
nitrogen has fertilized “not just the farm ﬁelds
but the forests and the oceans, too” (p. 804). By
fertilizing our farms, we have fertilized the world;
we have altered the planet’s composition of species and shrunken the biodiversity, altering the
relationships and roles that each organism plays
in the ecosystem.

According to The International Society for Ecology and Culture (ISEC), the number of farmers
has steadily declined as farms have become
larger (Norberg-Hodge & Gorelick, 2008). The six
founding countries of Europe’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) had 22 million farmers in 1957;
today that number has fallen to about seven million, representing a massive amount of people
Aside from the environmental impacts, glob- who have lost their land, their source of income,
al foods have altered the economy; the massive their job, and, in some cases, a family tradition of
crop output of industrial farms has reduced the stewardship for the land (Norberg-Hodge & Goreeconomical demand for traditional, small farms. lick, 2008).

Even for those who can manage to keep their
jobs, the global food system hurts farmers by cutting their income; the farmers themselves do not
receive most of the money consumers spend on
conventional produce. In the US grocery stores,
for example, distributors, marketers, and input
suppliers take ninety one cents of every food dollar, while farmers keep the remainder (NorbergHodge & Gorlick, 2008). Buying locally ensures
that farmers receive a much larger portion of the
revenue, which they tend to reinvest into local
businesses for their agriculture needs. In the

https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

end, this cycle beneﬁts the local economy twice
as much as buying from a grocery store chain.
Besides affecting the environment and the
economy, global foods have impacted the nutrition of produce available in the supermarket. Before the specialized mega-farms, crops had to be
rotated regularly to prevent nutrient deﬁcient soil.
Today, however, industrial farming techniques
require little crop rotation, using specialized soil
that contains only a few essential nutrients. Yet,
plants cannot synthesize minerals that are absent from the soil; consequentially, these plants
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contain an extremely limited nutrient
proﬁle (“Nutrient Deﬁciencies,” 2008).
In addition, excessive pesticide use,
characteristic to mega-farms, reduces
a plant’s ability to take in nutrients from
the soil.
Non-local food loses even more nutrients in premature harvest and processing to increase shelf life (Sweely, 2008).
In anticipation of transportation and storage, industrial farms pick fruits and vegetables early to prevent over ripening and
spoilage; sometimes, they use speciﬁc
gases to artiﬁcially
manipulate the ripening timeline (“Nutrient Deﬁciencies,”
2008). After multiple-day transportation, the produce
lacks vitamins and
phytonutrients, a
plant substance that
provides protective
health beneﬁts. By
contrast, local food
is often harvested at
peak ripeness and
sold just a day or
two later.

By fertilizing our farms,
we have fertilized the
world; we have altered the
planet’s composition of
species and shrunken the
biodiversity, altering the
relationships and roles of
organisms.

On the level
of the individual’s
health, buying local
food would improve the average American diet. According to Eric Schlosser
(2009) in “Why McDonalds Fries Taste
So Good,” “about ninety percent of the
money that Americans now spend on
food goes to buy processed food” (p.
529). Shopping at farmer’s markets
would limit the volume of junk food in
America’s diet, replacing it with local
meat, ﬁsh, dairy products, fruits, and
vegetables. Furthermore, people would
eat a more varied diet, largely dependent on the limited seasonal availability
of these products. Forced to adapt our

Published
by SURFACE,
2010
INTERTEXT
MAGAZINE

diet throughout the year, we would gain
a greater appreciation of the seasons,
the land, and lesser known fruits and
vegetables.
Finally, we underestimate the power
of the holistic experience of buying and
eating local food to connect us to the land
and each other. Shopping at a farmer’s
market or gathering fresh produce from a
private garden is an entirely different experience than pushing a steel cart through
aisles of processed foods illuminated by
ﬂuorescent overhead lights. To shake the
hand of the farmer who has personally
worked since the early spring to grow the
fruits and vegetables he or she is selling
is to understand a story and appreciate
the farmer, the land, and the food itself.
For most, farming is not only a job; it is
an identity and a way of life. There is a
commitment to the quality, a sense of integrity and pride of ownership that does
not exist in any grocery store. When we
move between stands in a farmer’s market or till the soil behind our houses, we
appreciate all that goes into just one fruit
or vegetable; we appreciate our reliance
on the earth for sustenance and health.
By understanding the source of our food,
we can not only be healthier, we can feel
healthier.We can begin to grasp the complex relationship between man and earth,
seasons and weather, understanding that
we both support and are supported by the
earth, and striving for symbiotic relationship that is mutually beneﬁcial.
Overall, there is clear research to
support the beneﬁts of buying local
food—whether to support the environment, local farmers and the local
economy, or personal health. It is better for the planet, better for the economy, more nutritious, and even more
delicious. Yet, the local food movement,
the “collaborative effort to build more
locally based, self-reliant food economies,” is still relatively weak. Why?
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Perhaps the movement remains
so small because it seems futile.
Americans might wonder how small
farms can possible produce enough
food for an entire country of consumers, or how small farms can grow
the crops in demand without resorting to the industrial “shortcuts.” Yet,
small farms are actually two to ten
times more productive than megafarms, providing a greater contribution towards economic development
(Sweely, 2008). Often, these farms
are “multi-functional”— more efﬁcient, making better use of natural
resources and safeguarding the future of agricultural production (Rosset, 2000, p. 1). Every day, local
and organic farmers prove that it is
“entirely possible to nourish the soil,
and ourselves” using techniques that
are more friendly to the environment
(Pollan, 2009, p. 804). Pollan argues
that it is entirely possible to build a
more diversiﬁed agriculture—rotating
crops and using animals to recycle
nutrients on farms—and give up our
more recent vast, nitrogen and gasguzzling monocultures.
It could be that simple misinformation is preventing most Americans
from getting involved in the sustainability movement; vague language
surrounding our food clouds understanding of the origins of our food.
For example, satisﬁed the idea that
their food comes from a “farm,” we
might fail to consider the particularities about the farm itself. We might
be surprised to know that the industrial farm that grew most of the food
in the market is so different from the
quintessential farm our imaginations
conjure that we might not even recognize it is as a farm at all. Signs at
the supermarket seduce us with language such as “fresh” and “ripe,” yet
these words reveal nothing about the
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

way in which the crops were grown,
harvested, and transported. In “Double-Talk,” Rick Bass (2009) explains
that, “Big business runs the country, and frankly, whenever writers do
battle with the monied interest, [they]
expect to lose more than [they] win”
(p. 623). Industrial farms are free to
make loose claims
that may mislead or
confuse Americans
as to the origins of
their food. “Fresh”
does not mean local, and “ripe” does
not mean nutritious.
Perhaps, it is
that
Americans,
on a national
level, reject the
urgency of the
environmental or
economical problems caused by
global foods. For
most consumers,
the consequences
might feel distant
and obscure; Bill
McKibben (2009)
believes
that
Americans
are
“fatally confused
about time and
space” (p. 762).
Though we know
that our culture
has placed our
lives on a “demonic fast-forward,”
we imagine that
the earth works on a much slower
time scale. For this reason, many
Americans may feel no need to
support an idea that is relatively intangible and irrelevant to daily life,
especially when global foods are
more available, more convenient,
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It is time to balance our
rights with the rights of
other human and
nonhuman members of
the planet; by making a
conscious choice to
purchase local food, we
can assert our ability to
improve our local
ecology, economy,
and health.
and less expensive.
Perhaps, we are just limited in our choices and resources. Fundamentally ill-equipped, we lack the resources and
the unhindered ability to overhaul our food-buying practices.
Non-local foods have become so standard that we lack the
ability to choose local food all the time, and committing to
local products would involve some sacriﬁces for the average
American consumer. A local diet requires extra money, time,
and resourcefulness. Often, local produce is more expensive than an industrially-produced, non local version of the
same variety. Moreover, farmers markets are open on certain
days of the week, requiring extra travel and scheduling. Since
most crops are not available year round, and the incorporation
of foreign fruits and vegetables into the diet would demand
ﬂexibility and creativity. Sometimes, local produce looks imperfect—smaller or differently colored—reﬂecting the natural environment that supported it. The transition to local food
would be a gradual one, gaining momentum as resources,
choices, and options increased.
Today, we have come to consider these conveniences as our
rights. However, in his essay “If Nature Had Rights,” Cormac Cullinan (2009) references Cicero, who pointed out that, “…each of
our rights and freedoms must be limited in order that others may
be free” (p. 645). It is far past time that humans should consider
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limiting their own rights, or conveniences, in order to allow the
ﬂora of a community to play their part; we need to examine the
repercussions of our eating habits and adjust those habits in order to beneﬁt the environment, the economy, and personal health
(Cullinan, 2009, p. 645).
Whether it is because we are misinformed, uninspired, or
fundamentally unable to commit to local food, Americans have
accepted the globalization of food without considering any of the
negative impacts that it entails. We have, essentially, decided
that our individual and collective human rights are greater than
the rights of the other members and communities on the Earth.
It is time to balance our rights with the rights or other human
and nonhuman members of the planet. By making a conscious
choice to purchase local food, we can assert our ability to improve our local ecology, economy, and health. As Aldo Leopold’s
famous land ethic states, “A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It
is wrong when it tends otherwise” (Cullinan, 2009, p. 645). Currently, as we mindlessly stroll through supermarkets ﬁlled with
non-local products, we are in the wrong. However, we have the
tools, information, and the ability to make decisions that will take
us towards the “right.” The beneﬁts of local food will radiate from
our individual beings and reverberate throughout our communities and the world.
83

Intertext, Vol. 18 [2010], Art. 1

Works Cited
Bass, R. (2009). Double talk. The Writer’s presence, 627632.
Cullinan, C. (2009). If nature had rights. The Writer’s presence, 641-647.
Evans, J. (2008, June 17). Beneﬁts of buying, eating local
food extend beyond health.
Madison Magazine. Retrieved from http://www.channel3000.com/news/15587044/detail.html
Halweil, B. (2002). Home grown: The case for local food in a
global market. Worldwatch Paper.
McKibben, B. (2009). Worried? Us? The Writer’s Presence,
761-765.
Norberg-Hodge, H., & Gorelick, S. (2008). Bringing the food
economy home: Local alternatives to global agribusiness.
International Society for Ecology and Culture. Retrived from
http://www.isec.org.uk/articles/bringing.html
Nutrient deﬁciencies. B Toxic Free. (2008). Retrieved from
http://www.btoxicfree.com/nutrient%20deﬁciencies.htm
Pirog, R. (2004). Food miles: A simple metaphor to contrast
local and global food systems. American dietetic association hunger and environmental nutrition dietetic practice
group. Retrieved from http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/
pubs/staff/ﬁles/local_foods_hen0604.pdf
Pirog, R., & Benjamin, A. (2003). Checking the Food odometer: Comparing food miles for local versus conventional
produce sales in Iowa institutions. Leopold center for
sustainable agriculture.
Pollon, M. (2009). What’s eating America. The Writer’s Presence, 800-806.
Rosset, P (2000). The multiple functions and beneﬁts of
small farm agriculture in the context of global trade negotiations. The society for international development: Special
section on food security 43(2), 1-82. Retrieved from
http://bie.berkeley.edu/ﬁles/rosset-smallfarms.pdf
Schlosser, E. (2009). Why McDonald’s fries taste so good.
The Writer’s Presence, 528-538.
Sweely, T. (Ed.). (2008). The Rocky Mountain Growers Directory. Colorado Local Sustainability.The Issues: Buy Local.
Sustainable Table. (2008). Retrieved from http://www.
sustainabletable.org/issues/buylocal

https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol18/iss1/1

PAGE 83 84

et al.: Intertext 2010 — Complete Issue

MAGGIE SWIFT is a senior Writing major
who clicks really well with most cameras. (Heh,
see what she did there?) She hails from the
pleasant pastures of Syracuse, New Yawk, loves
her some Mexican food, and doesn’t like any of
her pets. She’d like to give a special shout out
to Closey The Door—it was great running into
you last week! In other news, ow.
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ZORAIMA FIGUEROA, aka Zee, is a senior
in Writing and Rhetoric with a minor in Communication and Rhetorical Studies. She is from
Puerto Rico and loves writing, especially when
she gets the chance to talk about her experience in the United States. Currently, she is
part of the Marketing Team for Intertext Magazine and an anchor for CitrusTV Noticias.
Her dream is to be a broadcasting journalist for
Univision and travel the world.

BLAKE Z. RONG will be estimated to spend
between 14-21% of his adult life living in a ‘73
Chrysler Newport down by the train tracks. As
a senior Writing major he has nobody else to
blame. But when he’s not fighting for the last
scraps of food from fellow downtrodden “artistes,” he enjoys Mexican food, writing about
cars, playing guitar, being sarcastic, 2am showings of Robocop on network television, and
working on his growing collection of old Japanese motorcycles. Somehow, he’s ok with that.
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FABIOLA MIRANDA, a senior from Puerto
Rico, is a pop culture enthusiast. This ETS
and Writing major, spends most of her free
time invested in music, movies and fashion
but lately she has gone job hunting crazy. If
a job existed that combined her knowledge
of random facts about all of the above, she
would take it in a heartbeat but until she
finds it, she would be happy working for the
magazine publishing world.
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JESSE URUCHIMA is a senior writing major
exploring the arts, through video, photography,
and text. Born in NY everything around is an
inspiration so he challenges himself by capturing that inspiration and making it his unique,
original idea. His goal in life is to be recognized
for his unique style; albeit he’s still exploring it.

DANA WAN is currently a junior studying Economics, Information Management
& Technology and Writing & Rhetoric. She
lives in New York City and enjoys spending
time with her friends and family. One of her
favorite things to do while she is in New York
City is to explore new restaurants and shops
because she loves to eat and shop. She aspires to be an editor-in-chief for a magazine
because she is passionate about writing and
the publishing industry.
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KEVIN DICCIANI is a senior Writing major
from the “City of Brotherly Love,” Philadelphia. He enjoys writing anything from short
stories to novellas, and hopes one day to be a
bestselling novelist. In his spare time, he enjoys reading, watching movies, and attempting to play golf. His favorite book is “The
Rum Diary” by Hunter S. Thompson and his
favorite food is the notorious cheesesteak,
but only from Philly.
SHANTÉ BOOKER is currently a junior studying Writing & Rhetoric and Women & Gender
Studies. She was born and raised in New York
City and loves it more than words could express. One of her favorite things to do in New
York City is to relax and catch a movie with
family or friends. Shanté aspires to become a
lawyer someday, she isn’t quite sure what type,
but she does know that becoming a lawyer has
been her lifelong passion.
BENJAMIN ROSEN is a junior Television, Radio, and Film major with no interest in Radio.
He is an aspiring writer in various media, from
television sitcoms and feature screenplays to
songs and short stories. He recently submitted
two original works to the PAGE International
Screenwriting Awards, but he’s disappointed
that he has to wait until July 15 just to find out
if he’s a quarter-finalist. He was also published
in Intertext 2009, and he congratulates all of
this year’s amazing writers.
GABRIELLE TRAUB is currently a Junior
Voice Performance major, and Writing minor. She spends her Fridays with the Intertext
staff drinking coffee and thinking of ways to
promote the Intertext name. When she’s not
texting away you can find her onstage in various operas and concerts, interning for PR at
Syracuse Opera and vocal coaching as a staff
member of First Year Players. In her spare
time she enjoys reading, writing, listening,
eating, and goofing around.
Published
by SURFACE,
2010
INTERTEXT
MAGAZINE

87

Intertext, Vol. 18 [2010], Art. 1

KIM WOLFE, a senior Writing and Rhetorical Studies Major, has been a writer her whole
life. Ever since she received her first journal
at the age of seven, Kim captured and analyzed life around her. She is looking forward
to graduation and applying everything she
has learned over her many years in school.

AUDREY BURNS moved to the greyest city
in America two years ago from New York
City. Since then, she has found inspiration in
harp-playing forest nymphs, champange for
non-special days, and Frida Kahlo. A senior
in the Writing Program, she plans to read
tarot cards worldwide and apply to an MFA
graduate program.

KATIE MAE BASSLER, hailing from Harrisburg PA, is a junior splitting her collegiate
career between dual majors in Writing and
Graphic Design in Newhouse. She’s also a
self-proclaimed television and movie buff
(her favorites being Oz and Silence of the
Lambs, respectively) and enjoys London,
Russian history, and teaberry ice cream.
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Jocelyn Baird

Jocelyn is a senior from Ohio double-majoring in Anthropology and Writing. If she
could do college all over again, she would have minored in either Native American
Studies or LGBT Studies (but has unfortunately ran out of time). She lives with two
of her best friends and life-sized cardboard cut out of Aragorn, and is currently learning
how to cook. After graduation she plans on taking a year off and staying in Syracuse
before attempting grad school.
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Anthony Signoracci

Anthony only talks about three things: Peyton Manning, eggplant and Peyton
Manning. When he’s not doing that (or pretending to know something about politics),
he plays Super Smash Brothers, listens to Metallica, or worries randomly. And when
he’s not so busy, he thinks about what law school he wants to attend once he finishes his
political science degree. Some days he sees himself as a politician, other days as a sports
agent, but most days he just sees himself as a regular guy from Cohoes, New York.
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